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LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET 





CHAPTER L 
LUCY. 


Auprzæy Court lay low down in a hollow, rich with fine old 
timber and luxuriant pastures. You came upon it through an 
wvenue of limes, bordered on either side by meadows, over the 
high hedges of which the cattle looked inquisitively at you as 
you passed, wondering, perhaps, what you wanted; for there 
was no thoroughfare, and unless you were going to the Court, 
you could have no business in that sheltered roadway. 

At the end of the avenue there was an old arch and a clock- 
tower, with a stupid, bewildering clock, which had only one 
hand. Through this arch you walked straight into the gardens 
of Audley Court. 

A smooth lawn lay before you, dotted with groups of rhodo- 
dendrons, which grew in more perfection here than anywhere 
else in the county. To the right there were the kitchen gar- 
dens, the fish-pond, and an orchard bordered by a dry moat, 
und a broken ruin of a wall, in some places thicker than it was 
high, and everywhere overgrown with trailing ivy, yellow stone- 
crop, and dark moss. To the left there was a broad gravelled 
walk, down which, years ago, when the place had been a con- 
vent, the quiet nuns had walked hand in hand; a wall bordered 
with espaliers, and shadowed on one side by goodly oaks, which 
Bhut out the flat landscape, and circled in the house and 
gardens with a darkening shelter. 

The house faced the arch, and occupied three sides of a quad- 
rangle. It was very old, and very irregular and rambling. The 
windows were uneven; some small, some large; some with 
ueayy stone mullions and rich stained glass; others with frail 
lattices that rattled in every breeze; others so modern that they 
right have been added only yesterday. Great piles of chim- 
keys rose here and there behind the pointed gables, and seemed 
ès if they were so broken down by age and long service, that 
they must have fallen but for the straggl'ng ivy which, crawling 
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up the walls and trailing even over the roof, wound itself about 
them and supported them. The principal door was squeezed 
into a corner of a turret at one angle of the building, as if it 
was in hiding from dangerous visitors, and wished to kee 
itself a secret—a noble door for all that—old oak, studded wit 
great square-headed iron nails, and so thick that the sharp iron 
knocker struck upon it with a muffled sound; and the visitor 
was fain to ring a clanging bell that dangled in a corner amongst 
the ivy, lest the noise of the knocking should never penetrate 
the stronghold. 

A glorious old place—a place that strangers fell into raptures 
with; feeling a yearning wish to have done with life, and to 
stay there for ever, staring into the cool fish-ponds, and count- 
ing the bubbles as the roach and carp rose to the surface of the 
water—a spot in which Peace seemed to have taken up her 
abode, setting her soothing hand on every tree and flower; on 
the still ponds and quiet alleys; the shady corners of the old- 
fashioned rooms; the deep window-seats behind the painted 
glass; the low meadows and the stately avenues—ay, even 
upon the stagnant well, which, cool and sheltered as all else in 
the old place, hid itself away in a shrubbery behind the gardens, 
with an idle handle that was never turned, and a lazy rope sc 
rotten that the pail had broken away from it, and had fallen 
into the water. 

A noble place; inside as well as out, a noble place—a house 
in which you incontinently lost yourself if ever you were so 
rash as to go about it alone; a housein which no one room had 
any sympathy with another, every chamber running off at a 
tangent into an inner chamber, and through that down some 
narrow staircase leading to a door which, in its turn, led back 
into that very part of the house from which you thought yours 
self the farthest; a house that could never have been planned 
by any mortal architect, but must have been the handiwork of 
that good old builder—Time, who—adding a room one year, 
snd knocking down a room another year, toppling over now a 
chimney coeval with the Plantagenets, and setting wp one in 
the style of the Tudors; shaking down a bit of Saxon wall 
there, and allowing a Norman arch to stand here; throwing in 
a tow of high narrow windows in the reign of Queen Anne, and 
joining on a dining-room after the fashion of the time of Hano- 
verian George I. to a refectory that had been standing since 
the Conquest—had contrived, in some eleven centuries, to con- 
struct such a mansion as was not elsewhere to be met with 
throughout the county of Hssex. Of course, in such a house, 
there was a secret passage. The little daughter of the present 
owner, Sir Michael Audley, had fallen by accident upon gp 
discovery of one. A board had rattled under her feet im the 
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great nursery where she played, and on attention being drawn 
to it, it was found to be loose, and was by-and-by pee 
revealing a ladder leading to a hiding-place between the floor o 
the nursery and the ceiling of the room below—a hiding-place 
in which was found a quaint old carved oak chest half filled 
with priests’ vestments that had been hidden away, no doubt, 
in those cruel days when the life of a man was in danger if ha 
was discovered to have harboured a Roman Catholic priest, o7 
to have had mass said in his house. 

The broad outer moat was dry and grass-grown, and the 
laden trees of the orchard hung over it with gnarled straggling 
branches that drew fantastical patterns upon the green slope 
Within this moat there was, as I have said, the fish-pond—a 
sheet of water that extended the whole length of the garden, 
and bordering which there was an avenue called the lime-tree 
walk ; an avenue so shaded from the sun and sky, so screened 
from observation by the thick shelter of the over-arching trees, 
that it seemed a chosen place for secret meetings or for stolen 
interviews; a place in which conspiracy might have been 
planned or a lover’s vow registered with equal safety; and yet 
it was scarcely twenty paces from the house. 

At the end of this dark arcade there was the shrubbery, 
where, half buried amongst the tangled branches and the 
neglected weeds, stood the rusty wheel of that old well of 
which I have spoken. It had been of good service in its time, 
xo doubt; and busy nuns have perhaps drawn the cool water 
with their own fair hands; but it had fallen into disuse now, 
and scarcely any one at Audley Court knew whether the spring 
had dried up or not. But sheltered as was the solitude of this 
lime-tree walk, I doubt very much if it was ever put to any 
romantieuses. Often in the cool of the evening Sir Michael 
Audley would stroll up and down, smoking his cigar, with his 
dog at his heels, and his pretty young wife dawdling by his 
side; but in about ten minutes the baronet and his companion 
would grow tired of the rustling limes and the still water, 
hidden under the spreading leaves of the water-lilies, and the 
long green vista with the broken well at the end, and would 
atroll back to the white drawing-room, where my ak played 
dreamy melodies by Beethoven and Mendelssohn till her hus- 
band fell asleep in his easy chair. 

Sir Michael Audley was fifty-six years of age, and he had 
married a second wife three months after his fifty-fifth birth- 
day. He was a big man, tall and stout, with a deep sonorouf 
voice, handsome black eyes, and a white beard—-a white beard 
which made him look venerable against his will; for he was a3 
cctive as a boy, and one of the hardest riders in the county. 
Vor seventeen years he had been a widower with an only child, 
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a daughter, Alicia Audley, now eighteen, and by no means too 
well pleased at having a step-mother brought home to the 
Court; for Miss Alicia had reigned supreme in her father’s 
house since her earliest childhood, and had carried the keys, 
and jingled them in the pockets of her silk aprons, and lost 
them in the shrubbery, and dropped them into the pond, and 
given all manner of trouble about them from the hour in which 
she entered her teens, and had on that account deluded hersel! 
into the sincere belief that for the whole of that period she had 
been keeping house. 

But Miss Alicia’s day was over; and now, when she asked 
anything of the housekeeper, the housekeeper would tell hex 
that she would speak to my lady, or she would consult my 
lady, and if my lady pleased it should be done. So the baro- 
net's daughter, who was an excellent horsewoman and a very 
clever artist, spent most of her time out of doors, riding about 
the green lanes, and sketching the cottage children, and the 
ploughboys, and the cattle, and all manner of animal life that 
came in her way. She set her face with a sulky determination 
against any intimacy between herself and the baronet’s young 
wife; and amiable as that lady was, she found it quite impos- 
sible to overcome Miss Alicia’s prejudices and dislike; or ta 
convince the spoilt girl that she had not done her a cruel injurv 
in marrying Sir Michael Audley. 

The truth was that Lady Audley had, in becoming the wife 
of Sir Michael, made one of those apparently advantageous 
matches which are apt to draw upon a woman the envy ang 
hatred of her sex. She had come into the neighbourhood as a 

overness in the family of a surgeon in the village near Audley 

ourt. No one knew anything of her except that she came in 
answer to an advertisement which Mr. Dawson, the sur e0n, 
had inserted in the Times. She came from London ; and the 
only reference she gave was to a lady at a school at Brompton, 
where she had once been a teacher. But this reference was sa 
satisfactory that none other was needed, and Miss. Lucy Graham 
was received by the surgeon as the instructress of his daughters. 
Her Beebe pistineste were so brilliant and numerous, that it 
seemed strange that she should have answered an advertian 
ment offering such very moderate terms of remuneration as 
those named by Mr. Dawson: but Miss Graham seemed per- 
fectly well satisfied with her situation, and she taught the girla 
to play sonatas by Beethoven, and to paint from Nature after 
Creswick, and walked through the dull, out-of-the-way village 
to the humble little church three times on Sunday, as con- 
tentedly as if she had no higher aspiration in the world than ta 
do so all the rest of her life. 
People wks observed this accounted for it by saying that it 
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was pait of her amiable and gentle nature always to be light. 
hearted, happy, and contented under any circumstances. 

Wherever she went she seemed to take joy and brightness 
with her. In the cottages of the poor her ier face shone lil 
wsunbeam. She would sit for a quarter of an hour talking 6 
some old woman, and apparently as pleased with the admiration 
of a toothless crone as if she had been listening to thé compli- 
ments of a marquis; and when she tripped away, leaving 
nothing behind her (for her poor salary gave no scope to her 
benevolence), the old woman would burst out into senile rap- 
tures with her grace, her beauty, and her kindliness, such as 
she never bestowed upon the vicar’s wife, who half fed and 
clothed her. For you see Miss Lucy Graham was blessed 
with that magic power of fascination se which a woman can 
charm with a word or intoxicate with a smile. Every one 
loved, admired, and praised her. The boy who opened the 
five-barred gate that stood in her pathway ran home to his 
mother to tell of her pretty looks, and the sweet voice in which 
she thanked him for the little service. The verger at the 
church who ushered her into the surgeon’s pew; the vicar who 
saw the soft blue eyes uplifted to his face as he preached his 
simple sermon; the porter from the railway-station who brought 
her sometimes a letter or a parcel, and who never looked for 
reward from her; her employer; his visitors; her Bead the 
tervants; everybody, high and low, united in declaring that 
Lucy Graham was the sweetest girl that ever lived. 

Perhaps it was this cry which penetrated into the quiet 
chambers of Audley Court; or perhaps it was the sight 0 her 
pretty face, looking over the surgeon’s high pew every Sunday 
raorning. However it was, it was certain Sir Michael Audley 
tuddenly experienced a strong desire to be better acquainted 
with Mr. Dawson’s governess. 

He had only to hint this to the worthy doctor for a little 
party to be got up, to which the vicar and his wife, and the 

aronet and his daughter were invited. 

That one quiet evening sealed Sir Michael’s fate. He could 
Ro more resist the tender fascination of those soft and meltin; 
blue eyes; the graceful beauty of that slender throat an 
drooping head, with its wealth of showering flaxen curls; the 
ow music of that gentle voice; the perfect harmony which 
pervaded every charm, and made all doubly charming in this 
woman; than he could resist his destiny. Destiny! Why, 
she was his destiny! He had never loved before. What had 
been his marriage with Alicia’s mother but a dull, jog-trot 
bargain, made to keep some estate in the family that would 

ave been just as well out of it? What had been his love for 
is first wite but a poor, pitiful, smouldering spark, 100 dull te 
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be extinguished, too feeble to burnP But this: was love—thia 
fever, this longing, this restless, uncertain, miserable hesitation ; 
these cruel fears that his age was an insurmountable barrier ts 
‘nis happiness; this sick hatred of his white beard; this frenzied 
wish to be young again, with glistening raven hair, and a slim 
waist, such as he had had twenty years before; these wakefnl 
nights and melancholy days, so gloriously brightened if he 
chanced to catch a glimpse of her sweet face behind the window 
curtains as he drove past the surgeon’s house; all these signs 
gave token of the truth; and told only too plainly that, at the 
sober age of fifty-five, Sir Michael Audley had fallen ill of the 
terrible fever called love. 

I do not think that throughout his courtship the baronet 
once calculated upon his wealth or his position as a strong 
reason for his success. If he ever remembered these things, 
he dismissed the thought of them with a shudder. It pained 
him too much to believe for a moment that any one so lovely 
and innocent could value herself against a splendid house or a 
good old title. No; his hope was that as her life had been 
most likely one of toil and dependence, and as she was very 
young (nobody exactly knew her age, but she looked little more 
than twenty), she might never have formed any attachment, 
and that he, being the first to woo her, might by- tender atten- 
tions, by generous watchfulness, by a love which should recall 
to her the father she had lost, and by a protecting care that 
should make him necessary to her, win her young heart, aad 
obtain from her fresh and earliest love alone the promise of her 
hand. It was a very romantic day-dream, no doubt; but, for 
all that, it seemed in a very fair way to be realized. Lucy 
Graham appeared by no means to dislike the baronet’s atten- 
tions. There was nothing whatever in her manner of the 
shallow artifice employed by a woman who wishes to captivate 
n rich man. She was so used to admiration from every one, 
high and low, that Sir Michael’s conduct made very little im- 
pression upon her. Again, he had been so many years a 
widower that people had given up the idea of his ever marrying 
again. At last, however, Mrs. Dawson spoke to the governess 
on the subject. The surgeon’s wife was sitting in the school- 
room busy at work, while Lucy was putting the finishing 
touches to some water-colour sketches done by her pupils. 

“Do you know, my dear Miss Graham,” said Mrs. Dawson, 
#T think you onght to consider yourself a remarkably lucky 

Xs 
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The governess lifted her head from its stooping attitude, and 
stared wonderingly at her employer, shaking back a shower of 
curls. They were the most wonderful curls in the world—soft 
and feathery, always floating away from her face, and nvalring 
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& pale hal) round her head when the sunlight shuse through 
hem. 
,“ What do you mean, my dear Mrs. Dawson?” she asked, 
pping her camel’s-hair brush into the wet aquamarine upon 
the palette, and poising it carefully before putting in the deli- 
cate streak of purple which was to brighten the horizon in her 
pupil’s sketch. y 

“Why, I mean, my dear, that it only rests with yourself ta 
become Lady Audley, and the mistress of Audley Court.” 

Lucy Graham dropped the brush upon the picture, and 
flushed scarlet to the roots of her fair hair; and then grew pale 
again, far paler than Mrs. Dawson had ever seen her before. 

“My dear, don’t agitate yourself,” said the surgeon’s wife, 
soothingly; “you know that nobody asks you to marry Sir 
Michael unless you wish. Of course it would be a magnificent 
match; he has a splendid income, and is one of the most 
generous of men. Your position would be very high, and you 
would be enabled to do a great deal of good; but, as I saia 
before, you must be entirely guided by your own feelings. 
Only one thing I must say, and that is, that if Sir Michael’s 
attentions are not agrecable to you, it is really scarcely honour- 
able to encourage him.” 

“His attentions—encourage him!” muttered Lucy, as if the 
words bewildered her. “Pray, pray don’t talk to me, Mrs 
Dawson. I had no idea of this. It is the last thing that 
would have occurred to me.” She leaned her elbows on the 
drawing-board before her, and clasping her hands over her face, 
seemed for some minutes to be thinking deeply. She wore a 
narrow black ribbon round her neck, with a locket, or a cross, 
or à miniature, perhaps, attached to it; but whatever the 
trinket was, she always kept it hidden under her dress. Once 
or twice, while she sat silently thinking, she removed one of her 
hands from before her face, and fidgeted nervously with the rib- 
bon, clutching at it with a half-angry gesture, and twisting i 
backwards and forwards between her fingers. 

“I think some people are born to be unlucky, Mrs. Dawson,” 
she said, by-and-by; “it would be a great deal too much good 
fortune for me to become Lady Audley.” 

She said this with so much bitterness in her tone, that th 
turgeon’s wife looked up at her with surprise. 

“You unlucky, my dear!” she exclaimed. “T think you're 
the last person who ought to talk like that—you, such a briglit, 
happy creature, that it does every one good to see you. I’m 
sure L don’t know what we shall do if Sir Michael robs us of 
ou.” 

After this conversation they often spoke upon the subject 


snd Lucy never again showed any emotion whatever when the 
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baronet’s admiration for her was canvassed. It was u tacitt 
understood thing in the surgeon’s family that whenever Siz 
Michael proposed, the governess would quietly accept him; and, 
indeed, thie simple Dawsons would have thought it something 
more than madness in a penniless girl to reject such an offer. 

So one misty June evening Sir Michael, sitting opposite to 
Lucy Graham at a window in the surgeon’s little drawing-room, 
took an opportunity, while the family happened by some acci- 
dent to be absent from the room, of speaking upon the subject 
nearest to his heart. He made the governess in few but solemn 
words an offer of his hand. There was something almost touch- 
ing in the manner and tone in which he spoke to her—half in 
deprecation, knowing that he could hardly expect to be the 
choice of a beautiful young girl, and praymg rather that she 
would reject him, even though she broke his heart by doing so, 
than that she should accept ‘his offer if she did not love him. 

“T scarcely think there is a greater sin, Lucy,” he said 
solemnly, “than that of the woman who marries a man she 
does not love. You are so precious to me, my beloved, that 
deeply as my heart is set on this, and bitter as the mera 
thought of disappointment is to me, I would not have you com- 
mit such a sin for any happiness of mine. If my happiness 
could be achieved by such an act, which it could not—which it 
never could,” he repeated earnestly, “nothing but misery can 
be from a marriage dictated by any motive but truth and 

ove. 

Lucy Graham was not lvoking at Sir Michael, but straight 
out into the misty twilight and the dim landscape far away 
beyond the little garden. The baronet tried to see her face, but 
her profile was vurned to him, and he could not discover the 
expression of her eyes. If he could have done so, he would 
have seen a yearning gaze which seemed as if it would have 
Poet the far obscurity and looked away—away into another 
world. 

“ Lucy, you heard meP” 

“Yes,” she said gravely; not coldly, or in any way as if ahe 
were offended at his words. 

“ And your answer P ” 

She did not remove her gaze from the darkening country sida 
but for some moments was quite silent; then turning to him 
with a sudden passion in her manner, that lighted up her face 
with a new and wonderful beauty which the baronet perceived 
even in the growing twilight, she fell on her knees at his feet. 

‘ “No, Lucy; no, no!” he cried vehemently; “not here. not 
ere!” 

“Yes, here, here,” she said, the strange passion which agi: 
tated her making her voice sound shrill and piercing—not loud 








Luey. 18 


but preternaturally distinct; “here, and nowhere else. How 
good you are—how noble and how generous! Love you! Why 
there are women a hundred times my superiors in beauty and in 
goodness who might love you dearly; but you ask too much of 
me. You ask too much of me! Remember what my life hae 
been ; only rememter that. From my very babyhood I have 
never seen anything but poverty. My father was a gentleman; 
clever, accomplished, generous, handsome — but poor. My 
mother but do not let me speak of her. Poverty, poverty, 
trials, vexations, humiliations, deprivations! You cannot tell; 
you, who are amongst those for whom life is so smooth and 
easy; you can never guess what is endured by such as we. Do 
got an too much of me, then. I cannot be disinterested; I 
tannot be blind to the advantages of such an alliance. I cannot, 
cannot!” 

Beyond her agitation and her passionate vehemence, there 
was an undefined something in her manner which filled the 
baronet with a vague alarm. She was still on the ground at 
his feet, crouching rather than kneeling, her thin white dress 
clinging about her, her pale hair streaming over her shoulders, 
her great blue eyes glittering in the dusk, and her hands 
clutching at the black ribbon about her throat, as if it had been 
strangling her. 

“Don’t ask too much of me,” she kept repeating; “I have 
been selfish from my babyhood.” 

“ Lucy, Lucy, speak plainly. Do you dislike meP” 

“Dislike you! No, no!” 

“ But is there any one else whom you love? ” 

. She laughed aloud at his question. “Ido not love any one 
in the world,” she answered. 

, He was glad of her reply; and yet that and the strange 
ugh jarred upon his feelings. He was silent for some mo- 
ments, and then said with a kind of effort,— 

“Well, Lucy, I will not ask too much of you. I daresay I 
am a romantic old fool; but if you do not dislike me, and if you 
do not love any one else, I see no reason why we should not 
re a very happy couple. Is it a bargain, Lucy P” 

es.” 

The baronet lifted her in his arms, and kissed her once upon 
the forehead; then, after quietly bidding her good night, he 
walked straight out of the house. 

He walked straight out of the house, this foolish old man, 

ecause there was some strong emotion at work in his heart— 

heither joy, nor triumph, but something almost akin to disap- 
sointment; some stifled and unsatisfied longing which lay 
eavy and dull at his heart, as if he had carried a corpse in his 

som. He carried the corpse of that hope which had died at 
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the sound of Lucy’s words. All the doubts and fears and 
timid aspirations were ended now. He must be contented, like 
other men of his age, to be married for his fortune and his 
position. : 

Lucy Graham went slowly up the stairs to her little room at 
the top of the house. She placed her dim candle on the chest 
of drawers, and seated herself on the edge of the white bed; 
still and white as the draperies hanging round her. 

“No more dependence, no more drudgery, no more humilia- 
tions,” she said; “every trace of the old life melted away—every 
clue to identity buried and forgotten—except these, except 
these.” à 

She had never taken her left hand from the black ribbon at 
her throat. She drew it from her bosom as she spoke, and 
looked at the object attached to it. 

It was neither a locket, a miniature, nor a cross: it was a 
ring wrapped in an oblong piece of paper—the paper partl 
printed, partly written, yellow with age, and crumpled wit 
much folding. 


‘i CHAPTER II. 
ON BOARD THE ARGUS. 


Hz threw the end of his cigar into the water, and leaning his 
elbows upon the bulwarks, stared meditatively at the waves. 

“ How wearisome they'are!” he said; “blue, and green, and 
opal; opal, and blue, and green; all very well in their way, 
of course, but three months of them are rather too muc 
especially ——”’ 

He did not attempt to finish his sentence; his thoughta 
geemed to wander in the very midst of it, and carry him a 
thousand miles or so away. 

“ Poor little girl, how pleased she'll be!” he muttered, 
openin his cigar-case, and lazily surveying its contents; “how 
p'eased and how surprised! Poor little girl! After three years 
and a half, too; she will be surprised.” 

He was a young man of about five-and-twenty, with a dark 


.face, bronzed by exposure to the sun; he had handsome brown 


eyes, with a feminine smile in them, that sparkled through his 
vlack lashes, and a bushy beard and moustache that covered 
the whole of the lower part of his face. He was tall and 


powerfully built; he wore a loose grey suit, and a felt hai, ~ 
thrown carelessly upon his black hair. His name was George de 


Talboys, and he was aft-cabin passenger on board the EE ship 
Argus, laden with Australian wool, and sailing from Sydney te 
Liverpool. 
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There were very few passengers in the aft-cubin of the Argus, 
An elderly wool-stapler, returning to his native country with 

is wife and daughters, after having made a fortune in tha 
colonies; a governess, of five-and-thirty years of age going 
home to marry a man to whom she had been engaged fifteen 
years; the sentimental daughter of a wealthy Australian 
Wine merchant, invoiced to England to finish her education, 
and ice Talboys, were the only first-class passengers oR 

ard, 

This George Talboys was the life and soul of the vessel; 
nobody knew who or what he was, or where he came from, but 
everybody liked him. He sat at the bottom of the dinner-table, 
and assisted the captain in doing the honours of the friendly 
meal. He opened the champagne bottles, and took wine with 
every oue present; he told funny stories, and led the laugh 

Imself with such a joyous peal, that the man must have beon 
® churl who could not have langhed for pure sympathy. He 
Was a capital hand at speculation and vingt-e-tun, and all the 
merry round games, which kept the little circle round the cabin 
amp so deep in innocent amusement, that a hurricane might 
have howled overhead without their hearing it; but he freely 
Owned that he had no talent for whist, and that he didn’t know 
8 knight from a castle upon the chess-board. 

Indeed, Mr. Talboys was by no means too learned a gentle- 
man. The pale governess had tried to talk to him about 
fashionable literature, but George had only pulled his beard and 
stared very hard at her, saymg occasionally, “ Ah, yes!” and, 
“To be sure, ha!” 

_ The sentimental young lady, going home to finish her educa- 
tion, had tried him with Shelley and Byron, and he had fairl 
anghed in her face, as if poetry were a joke. The wool-staple 
sounded him upon politics, but he did not seem very Sve 
versed in them; so they let him go his own way, smoke h 
Cigars and talk to the sailors, lounge over the bulwarks and 
stare at the water, and make himself agreeable to everybody ix 
his own fashion. But when the Argus came to be within about 
a fortnight’s sail of England, everybody noticed a change in 
George Talboys. He grew restless and fidgety; sometimes sc 
merry that the cabin rang with his laughter; sometimes moody 
and thoughtful. Favourite as he was amongst the sailors, they 
grew tired at last of answering his perpetual questions about 
the probable time of touching land. “Would it be in ten days, 
In eleven, in twelve, in thirteenP Was the wind favourable? 

ow many knots an hour was the vessel doing? Then a sudden 
Passion would seize him, and he would stamp upon the deck, 
trying out that she was a rickety old craft, and that her owners 
Were swindlers to advertise her as the fast-sailing Argus. She 
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was not fit for passenger traffic; she was not fit to carry im- 
patient living creatures with hearts and souls; she was fit fo2 
nothing but to be laden with bales of stupid wool, that might 
rot on the sea and be none the worse for it. 

The sun was dropping down behind the waves as George 
Talboys lighted his cigar upon this August evening. Only ten 
days more, the sailors had told him that afternoon, and they 
would see the English coast. “I will go ashore in the first 
boat that hails us,” he cried; “ I will go ashore in a cockle-shell, 
By Jove, if it comes to that, I will swim to land!” 

His friends in the aft-cabin, with the exception of the pale 
governess, laughed at his impatience: she sighed as she watched 
the young man, chafing at the slow hours, pushing away his 
untasted wine, flinging himself restlessly about upon the cabin 
sofa, rushing up and down the companion ladder, and staring 
at the waves. 

As the red rim of the sun dropped into the water, the gover- 
ness ascended the cabin-stairs Le a stroll on deck, while the 
passengers sat over their wine below. She ales when she 
came up to George, and standing by his side, watched the fading 
crimson in the western sky. 

The lady was very quiet and reserved, seldom sharing in the 
after-cabin amusements, never laughing, and speaking very 
little; but she and George Talboys had been excellent friends 
throughout the passage. 

“Does my cigar annoy you, Miss Morley?” he said, taking 
it out of his mouth. 

“Not at all; pray do not leave off smoking. I only came up 
to look at the sunset. What a lovely evening!” " 

“Yes, yes, I daresay,” he answered, impatiently; “yet so 
long, so long! Ten more interminable days and ten more weary 
nights before we land.” 

“Yes,” said Miss Morley, sighing. “Do you wish the time 
shorter P” 

“Do IP” cried George; “indeed I do. Don’t you?” 

* Scarcely.” 

“But is there no one you love in England? Is there no one 
you love looking out for your arrival?” 

“T hope so,” she said, gravely. They were silent for some 
time, he smoking his cigar with a furious impatience, as if he 
could hasten the course of the vessel by his own restlessness; 


she looking ont at the waning light with melancholy blue eyes: — 


eyes that seemed to have faded with poring over closely-printed 
books and difficult needlework; eyes that had faded a little, 
rhaps, by reason of tears secretly shed in the dead hours of 
e lonely night. 
“See!” said George, suddenly pointing in another direction 
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from that towards which Miss Morley was looking, “there’s the 
hew moon.” 
She looked up at the pale crescent, her own face almost as 
pale and wan. Liane 
“This is the first time we have seen it. We must wish!” 
said George. “I know what I wish.” 
“What?” 
“That we may get home quickly.” } 
“My wish is that we may find ro disappointment when we 
get there,” said the governess, sadly. 
‘Disappointment !” 
He started as if he had been struck, and asked what she 
meant by talking of disappointment. 
“T mean this,” she said, speaking rapidly, and with a rest- 
ss motion of her thin hands; “I mean that as the end of this 
ong voyage draws near, hope sinks in my heart; and a sick 
ear comes over me that at the last all may not be well. The 
person I go to meet may be changed in his feelings towards me; 
or he may retain all the old feeling until the moment of seeing 
me, and then lose it in a breath at sight of my poor wan face— 
or I was called a pretty girl, Mr. Talboys, when I sailed for 
ydney, fifteen years ago; or he may be so changed by the world 
as to have grown selfish and mercenary, and he may welcome 
me for the sake of my fifteen years’ savings. Again, he may be 
ead. He may have been weil, perhaps, up to within a week of 
our landing, and in that last week may have taken a fever, and 
ed an hour before our vessel anchors in the Mersey. I think 
of all these things, Mr. Talboys, and act the scenes over In my 
mind, and feel the anguish of them twenty times a day. 
twenty times a day!” she repeated: “why, I do it a thousand 
es a day.” 
George Nalboys had stood motionless, with his cigar in his 
nd, listening to her so intently, that as she said the last 
Words, his hold relaxed, and the cigar dropped into the water. 
“T wonder,” she continued, more to herself than to him—* I 
Wonder, looking back, to think how hopeful I was when the 
vessel sailed; L'never thought then of disappointment, but I 
Pictured the joy of meeting, imagining the very words that 
would be said, the very tones, the very looks; but for this last 
month of the voyage, day by day, and hour by hour, my heart 
sinks, and my hopeful fancies fade away, and I dread the end 


as much as if I knew that I was going to England to attend a 


funeral.” 
The young man suddenly changed his attitude, and turned 
8 face full upon his companion, with a look of alarm. She 
#aw in the pale light that the colour had faded from his cheek. 
“What a fool!” he cried, striking his clenched fist upon the * 
au 
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aide of ths vessel, “what a fool I am to be frightened ab thiat 
Why do you come and say these things to me? Why do yua 
come set terrify me out of shy senses, when I am going straight 
home to the woman I love; to a girl whose heart is as true as 
the light of heaven, and in whom I no more expect to find any 
change than I do to see another sun rise in to-morrow’s sky? 
Why do you come and try to put such fancies into my head, 
when I am going home to my darling wife ? ” 

“Your wife?” she said; “that is different. There is no 
reason that my terrors should terrify you. I am going to 
England to rejom a man to whom I was engaged to be married 
fifteen years ago. He was too poor to marry then, and when 
I was offerea a situation as governess in a rich Australian 
family, I persuaded him to let me accept it, so that I might 
ave him free and unfettered to win his way in the world, while 
I saved a little money to help us when we began life together 
I never meant to stay away so long, but things have gone badly 
with him in England. That is my story, and you can under- 
stand my fears. They need not influence you. Mine is an 
exceptional case.” 

“So is mine,” said George, impatiently. “TI tell you that 
mine is an exceptional case, although I swear to you that, until 
this moment, I have never known a fear as to the result of my 
voyage home. But you are right; your terrors have nothing to 
do with me. You have been away fifteen years; all kinds of 
things may happen in fifteen years. Now, it is only three years 
and a half since I left England. What can have happened in 
such a short time as that? ” 

Miss Morley looked at him with a mournful smile, but did 
not speak. tis feverish ardour, the freshness and impatience 
of his nature, were so strange and new to her, that she looked 
at him half in admiration, half in pity. 

“My pretty little wife! My gentle, innocent, loving, little 
wife ! bo you know, Miss Morley,” he said, with all his old 
hopefulness of manner, “that I left my little girl asleep, with 
her baby in her arms, and with nothing but a few blotted lines 
to tell her why her faithful husband had deserted her ? ” 

“Deserted her!” exclaimed the governess. 

“Yes. I was a cornet in a cavalry regiment when I first met 
my little darling. We were quartered at a stupid sea-port 
town, where my pet lived with her shabby old father, a half-pa: 
naval officer; a regular old humbug, as poor as Job, and wit 
en eye for nothing but the main chance. I saw through all his 
shallow tricks to catch one of us for his pretty daughter. I 


.saw all the pitiful, contemptible, palpable traps he set for bi 


dragoons to walk into. I saw through his shabby-gentee 
dinnerg and public-house port; his fine talk of the grandeur of 
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ais family; his sham pride and independence, and the sham 
‘cars in his bleared old eyes when he talked of his only child. 
€ Was a drunken old hypocrite, and he was ready to sell my 
poor little girl to the highest bidder. Luckily for me, I hap- 
vened just then to be the highest bidder; for my father is a 
nich man, Miss Morley, and as it was love at first sight on both 
sides, ny darling and I made a match of it. No sooner, hows 
ever, did my father hear that I had married a penniless little 
girl, the daughter of a tipsy old half-pay lieutenant, than ne 
Wrote me a furious letter, telling me he would never again hold 
any communication with me, and that my yearly allowance 
would stop from my wedding-day. As there was no remaining 
in such a regiment as mine with nothing but my pay to live on, 
und a pretty little wife to keep, I sold out, thinking that before 
© money that I got for my commission was exhausted, I 
should be sure to drop into something. I took my darling to 
Italy, and we lived there in splendid style as long as my two 
thousand pounds lasted; but when that began to dwindle down 
à couple of hundred or so, we came back to England, and as 
my darling had a fanvy for being near that tiresome old father 
of hers, we settled at the watering-place where he lived. Well, 
88 Soon as the old man heard that I had a couple of hundred 
Pounds left, he expressed a wonderful degree of affection for us, 
and insisted on our boarding in his house. We consented, still 
© please my darling, who had just then a peculiar right to have 
(Very whim and fancy of her innocent heart indulged. We did 
board with him, and finely he fleeced us; but when I spoke of 
Ib to my little wife, she only shrugged her shoulders, and said 
she did not like to be unkind to ‘poor papa.’ So poor papa 
ra © away with our little stock of money in no time; and as I 
elt that it was now becoming necessary to look about for some 
ing, I ran up to London, and tried to get a situation as a 
Cler in à merchant’s office, or as accountant, or book-keeper, ox 
Something of that kind. But I suppose there was the stamp of 
_ eavy dragoon upon me, for do what I would I couldn’t get 
+ Ytvay to believe in my capacity; and tired out, and down 
tarted, I returned to my darling, to find her nursing a son 
and heir to his father’s poverty. Poor little girl, she was ver’ 
w-spirited; and when I told her that my Londen expeditior, 
ad failed, she fairly broke down, and burst into a storm of sobs 
end lamentations, telling me that I ought not to have married 
na if I could give her nothing but poverty and nuire and 
at I had done her a cruel wrong in making her my wife. By 
®aven! Miss Morley, her tears and reproaches drove ma 
Most mad; and I flew into a rage with her, myself, her father, 
© world, and everybody in it, and then ran out of the house, 
“ering that I would never enter it again. J walked about 
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the streets all that day half out of my mind, and with a stronp 
inclination to throw myself into the sea, so as to leave my poor 
girl free to make a better match. ‘If I drown myself, her father 
must support her,’ I thought; ‘the old hypocrite could never 
refuse her a shelter; but while I live she has no claim on him.’ 
I went down to a rickety old wooden pier, meaning to wait 
there till it was dark, and then drop quietly over the end of it 
into the water; but while I sat there smoking my pipe, and 
staring vacantly at the sea-gulls, two men came down, and cne 
of them began to talk of the Australian gold-diggings, and the 
great things that were to be done there. It appeared that he 
was going to sail in a day or two, and he was trying to persuade 
his companion to join him in the expedition. 

“TJ listened to these men for upwards of an hour, followin: 
them up and down the pier with my pipe in my mouth, an 
hearing all their talk. Ketter this I fell into conversation with 
them myself, and ascertained that there was a vessel going to 
leave Liverpool in three days, by which vessel one of the men 
was going out. This man gave me all the information I re- 
quired, and told me, moreover, that a stalwart young fellow 
guch as I was could hardly fail to do well in the diggings. The 
thought flashed upon me so suddenly, that I grew hot and red 
in the face, and trembled in every limb with excitement. This 
was better than the water, at any rate. Suppose I stole away 
from my darling, leaving her safe under her father’s roof, and 
went and made a fortune in the new world, and came baok in a 
twelvemonth to throw it into her lap; for I was so sanguine in 
those days that I counted on making my fortune in a year or 
so. I thanked the man for his information, and late at night 
strolled homewards. It was bitter winter weather, but I had 
been too full of passion to feel cold, and I walked through the 
quiet streets, with the snow drifting in my face, and a des erate 
hopefulness in my heart. The old man was sitting drinking 
brandy-and-water in his little dining-room; and my wife was 
up-stairs, sleeping peacefully with the baby on her breast. I 
sat down and wrote a few brief lines, which told her that I 
never had loved her better than now when I seemed to desert 
her; that I was going to try my fortune in a new world; and 
that if I succeeded I should come back to bring her plenty and 
happiness, but that if I failed I should never look wpon her face 
again. I divided the remainder of our money—something over 
forty pounds—into two equal portions, leaving one for her, and 
pins the other in my pocket. I knelt down and prayed for 
my wife and child, with my head upon the white counterpane 
that covered them. I wasn’t much of a praying man at Ordi 
nary times, but God knows that was a heartfelt prayer. I 
kissed her once and the baby once, and then crant ont of the 
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room. The dining-room door was open, and the old man was 
nodding over his paper. He looked up as he heard my step in the 
passage, and asked me where I was going. ‘To have a smoke 
m the street,’ I answered; and as this was a common habit of 
mine, he believed me. Three nights after this I was out at sea, 

und for Melbourne—a steerage passenger, with a digger’s tools 
or my baggage, and about seven shillings in my pocket.” 

And you succeeded ?” asked Miss Morley. 

Not till I had long despaired of success; not until poverty 
&nd I had become such old companions and bedfellows, that, 
looking back at my past life, I wondered whether that dashing, 
reckless, extravagant, luxurious, champagne-drinking dragoon 
could have really been the same man who sat on the damp 
ro gnawing a mouldy crust in the wilds of the new world. 
à clung to the memory of my darling, and the trust that I had 
M her love and truth, as the one keystone that kept the fabric 
of my past life together—the one star that lit the thick ‘Hack 

arkness of the future. I was hail fellow well met witli bad 
men; I was in the centre of riot, drunkenness, and debauchery ; 
but the urifying influence of my love kept me safe from all. 
Thin an gaunt, the half-starved shadow of what I once had 
een, I saw myself one day in a broken bit of looking-glass, and 
was frightened of my own face. But I toiled on through all; 
through disappointment and despair, rheumatism, fever, starva- 
tion, at the very gates of death, I toiled on steadily to the end; 
and in the end I conquered.” 
€ was so bravein his energy and determination, in his proud 
triumph of success, and in the knowledge of the difficulties he 
aad vanquished, that the pale governess could only look at him 
M wondering admiration. 
“How brave you were!” she said. 
“Brave!” he cried, with a joyous peal of laughter; “ wasn’t I 
Working for my darling—through all the dreary time of that 
probation, her pretty white hand beckoning me onwards to a 
appy future P Why, Ihave seen her under my wretched canvas 
vent, sitting by my side, with her boy in her arms, as pletely of 
ad ever seen her in the one happy year of our wedded life. 
t last, one dreary, foggy morning, just three months ago; 
With a drizzling rain wetting me to the skin; up to my neck 
in clay and mire; half-starved; enfeebled by fever; stiff with 
;eumatism ; a monster nugget turned up under my spade, and 
Came upon a gold deposit of some magnitude. <A fortnight 
erwards I was the richest man in all the little colony about 
me. I travelled post-haste to Sydney, realized my gold find- 
Mes, which were worth upwards of £20,000, and a fortnight 
&iterwards took my passage for England in this vessel; and in 
*n days—in ten days I shall see my darling.” 


© 










a 


ene: 





Lady Audley’s Secret. 


“But in all that time did you never write to your wife P” 
“Never till a week before this vessel set sail. I could not 
write when everything looked so black. I could not write and 
tell her that I was fighting hard with despair and death. 1 
waited for better fortune; and when that came, I wrote, telling 
her that I should bein England almost as soon as my letter, 
and giving her an address at a coffee-house in London, where 
she could write to me, telling me where to find her; though she 
‘s hardly likely to have left her father’s house.” 

He fell into a reverie after this, and puffed meditatively at his 
cigar. His companion did not disturb him. The last ray of the 
summer daylight had died out, and the pale light of the crescent 
moon only remained. 

Presently George Talboys flung away his cigar, and, turning 
to the governess, cried abruptly, “ Miss Morley, if, when I get 
to England, I hear that anything has happened to my wife, I 
shall fall down dead.” 

“My dear Mr, Talboys, why do you think of these things? 
God is very good to us; He will not afflict us beyond our power 
of endurance. I see all things, perhaps, in a melancholy light; 
for the long monotony of my life has given me too much time 
to think over my troubles.” 

“And my life has been all action, privation, toil, alternate 
hope and despair; Ihave had no time to think upon the chancea 
of anything happening to my darling. What a blind, reckless 
fool I have been! Three years and a half, and not one line, 
one word from her, or from any mortal creature who knows her. 
Heaven above! what may not have happened ?” 

In the agitation of his mind he began to walk rapidly up and 
down the lonely deck, the governess following, and trying to 
soothe him. 

“T swear to you, Miss Morley,” he said, “that, till you spoke 
to me to-night, I never felt one shadow of fear; and now I have 
that sick, sinking dread at my heart, which you talked of an 
hour ago. Let me alone, please, to get over it my own way.” 

She drew silently away from him, and seated herself ‘by the 
side of the vessel, looking over into the water. 





CHAPTER III. 
HIDDEN RELIC® 


Tax same August sun which had gone down behind the waste 


of waters glimmered redly upon the broad face of the old clock 
over that ivy-covered archway which leads into the gardens of 
Audley Court 
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À fierce and crimson sunset. The mullioned windows and 
the twinkling lattices are all ablaze with the red glory; the 
fading light flickers upon the leaves of the limes in the lon, 
avenue, and changes the still fish-pond into a sheet of burnish 
copper. Even into those dim recesses of briar and brushwood, 
amidst which the old well is hidden, the crimson brightness 
penetrates in fitful flashes, till the dank weeds and the rusty 
ron wheel and broken woodwork seem as if they were flecked 
with blood. 

The lowing of a cow in the quiet meadows, the splash of a 
trout in the fish-pond, the last notes of a tired bird, the creak- 
ing of waggon-wheels upon the distant road, every now and 
then breaking the evening silence, only made the stillness of the 
place seem more intense. It was almost oppressive, this twilight 
stillness. The very repose of the place grew painful from its 
Intensity, and you felt as if a corpse must be lying somewnere 
within that grey and ivy-covered pile of building—so deathlike - 
was the tranquillity of all around. 

As the clock over the archway struck eight, a door at the 
back of the house was softl y opened, and a girl came out into 
the gardens. 

. But even the presence of a human being scarcely broke the 
silence; for the girl crept slowly over the thick grass, and glid- 
ing into the avenue by the side of the fish-pond, disappeared 
under the rich shelter of the limes. 

She was not a pretty girl; but her appearance was of that 
order which is commonly called interesting. Interesting, it may 
be, because in the pale face and the light grey eyes, the small 
eatures and compressed lips, there was something which hinted 
at a power of repression and self-control not common ina woman 

nineteen or twenty. She would perhaps have been pretty 

ut for the one fault in her small oval face. This fault was an 
absence of colour. Not one tinge of crimson flushed the waxen 
whiteness of her cheeks; not one shadow of brown redeemed 

e pale insipidity of her eyebrows and eyelashes; not one 
glimmer of gold or auburn relieved the dull flaxen of her hair. 
ven her dress was spoiled. by this same deficiency; the pale 
lavender muslin faded into a sickly grey, and the ribbon knotted 
tound her throat melted into the same neutral hue. 

Her figure was slim and fragile, and in spite of her humble 
dress, she had something of the grace and carriage of a gentle- 
woman: but she was only a simple country girl, called Phoebe 

arks, who had been nursemaid in Mr. Dawson’s family, and 

Whom Lady Audley had chosen for her maid after her marriage 

(th Sir Michael. 

Of course this was a wonderful piece of good fortune for 

haebe, who found her wages trebled and ler work light i the 
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well-ordered household at the Court; and who was therefore 
quite as much the object of envy amongst her particular friends 
as my lady herself in higher circles. 

À man who was sitting on the broken woodwork of the well, 
started as the lady’s-maid came out of the dim shade of the 
limes, and stood before him amongst the weeds and brushwood. 

I have said before that this was a neglected spot: it lay in 
the midst of a low shrubbery, hidden away from the rest of the 
gardens, and only visible from the garret windows at the back 
of the west wing. “Why, Phoebe,” said the man, shutting a 
clasp-knife with which he had been stripping the bark from a 
blackthorn stake, “you stole upon me so still and sudden, that 
I thought you was an evil spirit. I’ve come across through the 
fields, and in here at the gate agen the moat, and I was taking 
a rest before I went up to the house to ask if you was come back.” 

“T can see the well from my £ed-room window, Luke,” Phoebe 
answered, pointing to an open lattice in one of the gables. “TI 
saw you sitting here, and came down to have.a chat: it’s better 
talking out here than in the house, where there’s always some- 
body listening.” 

The man was a big, broad-shouldered, stupid-looking clod- 
hopper of about twenty-three years of age. His dark-red hair 
grew low upon his forehead, and his bushy brows met over a 

air of greenish grey eyes; his nose was large and well shaped, 
bat the mouth was coarse in form and animal in expression. 
Rosy-cheeked, red-haired, and bull-necked, he was not unlike 
oa of the stout oxen grazing in the meadows round about the 
ourt. 

The girl seated herself lightly upon the woodwork at his side, 
and put one of her hands, which had grown white in her new 
and easy service, about his thick neck. 

“Are you glad to see me, Luke?” she asked. 

“Of course I’m glad, lass,” he answered, boorishly, opening 
his knife again, and scraping away at the hedge-stake. 

They were first cousins, and had been playfellows in child- 
hood, and sweethearts in early youth. 

“You don’t seem much as if you were glad,” said the girl; 
“you might look at me, Luke, and tell me if you think my 
journey has improved me.” 

“It ain’t put any colour into your cheeks, my girl,” he said, 
glancing up at her from under his lowering eyebrows; “you're 
every bit as white as you was when you went away.” 

“ But they say travelling makes people genteel, Luke. I’ve 
been on the Continent with my lady, through all manner of 
eurious places; and you know when I was a child, Squire 
Horton’s daughters taught me to speak a little French, and I 
found it so nice to be able to talk to the people abroad.” 
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“Genteel!” cried Luke Marks, with a hoarse langh; “who 
wants you to be genteel, I wonder? Not me for one; when 
you're my wife you won’t have over-much time for gentility, my 
girl. French, too! Dang me, Phoebe, I suppose, when we've 
saved money enough between us to buy a bit of a farm, you'll 
be parlyvooing to the cows?” 

She bit her lip as her lover spoke, and looked away. He 
went on cutting and chopping at a rude handle he was fashion- 
ing to the stake, whistling softly to himself all the while, and 
not once looking at his cousin. 

For some time they were silent, but by-and-by she said, with 
her face still turned away from her companion,— 

“What a fine thing it is for Miss Graham, that was, to travel 
with her maid and her courier, and her chariot and four, and a 
husband that thinks there isn’t one spot upon all the earth that’s 
good enough for her to set her foot upon!” 

“Ay, it is a fine thing, Phoebe, to have lots of money,” 
answered Luke, “and I hope you'll be warned by that, my lass, 

save up your wages agen we get married.” 

“Why, what was she in Mr. Dawson’s house only three 
months ago?” continued the girl, as if she had not heard her 
cousin’s speech. “ What was she but a servant like me? Taking 
wages and working for them as hard, or harder thanI did. You 
should have seen her shabby clothes, Luke—worn and patched, 
and darned, and turned and twisted, yet always looking nice 
upon her, somehow. She gives me more as lady’s-maid here 
than ever she got from Mr. Dawson then. Why, I’ve seen her 
come out of the parlour with a few sovereigns and a little silver 
in her hand, that master had just given her for her quarter's 
Salary; and now look at her!” 

“Never you mind her,” said Luke; “take care of yourself, 
Phosbe; that’s all you’ve got to do. What should you say to a 
public-house for you and me, by-and-by, my gl? There's 
a deal of money to be made out of a public-house.” 

The girl still sat with her face averted from her lover, her 
hands hanging listlessly in her lap, and her pale grey eyes fixed 
upon the last low streak of crimson dying out behind the trunks 
of the trees. 

a You should see the inside of the house, Luke,” she said; 
it’s a tumble-down looking place enough outside; but yon 

should see my lady’s rooms,—all pictures and gilding, and 
eat looking-glasses that stretch from the ceiling to the floor. 
ainted ceilings, too, that cost hundreds of pounds, the houss- 
eeper told me, and all done for her.” 

“ She’s a lucky one,” mutterea Luke, with lazy indifference. 

“ You should have seen her while we were abroad, with a 
trowd of gentlemen always hanging about her; Sir Michael 
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uot jealous of them, only proud to see her so much admired. 
You should have heard her laugh and talk with them; throw- 
ing all their compliments and fine speeches back at them, as it 
were, as if they had been pelting her with roses. She set 
everybody mad about her wherever she went. Her singing, 
her playing, her painting, her dancing, her beautiful smile, and 
sunshiny ringlets! She was always the talk of a place, as long 
as we stayed in it.” 

“Is she at home to-night?” 

“No, she has gone out with Sir Michael to a dinner-party, at 
the Beeches. They’ve seven or eight miles to drive, and they 
won’t be back till after eleven.” 

“Then I'll tell you what, Phoebe; if the inside of the house is 
s0 mighty fine, I should like ta have a look at it.” 

“You shall, then. Mrs. Barton, the housekeeper, knows you 
by sight, and she can’t object to my showing you some of the 
best rooms.” 

It was almost dark when the cousins left the shrubbery and 
walked slowly to the house. The door by which they entered 
led into the servants’ hall, on one side of which was the house- 
keeper’s room. Phoebe Marks sto ped for a moment to ask 
the housekeeper if she might take FE cousin through some of 
the rooms, and having received permission to do so, lighted a 
candle at the lamp in the hall, and beckoned to Luke to follow 
her into the other part of the house. 

The long, black oak corridors were dim in the ghostly twilight 
~—the light carried by Phoebe looking only a poor speck of flame 
in the ae passages through which the girl led her cousin. 
Luke looked suspiciously over his shoulder now and then, half 
frightened of the creaking of his own hob-nailed boots. 

“Its a mortal dull place, Phoebe,” he said, as they emerged 
from a passage into the principal hall, which was not yet 
lighted; “ I’ve heard tell of a murder that was done here in 
old times.” 

“ There are murders enough in these times, as to that, 
Luke,” answered the girl, ascending the staircase, followed by 
the young man, 

She led the way through a great drawing-room, rich in satin 
and ormolu, buhl and inlaid cabinets, bronzes, cameos, statuettes, 
and trinkets, that glistened in the dusky light; then through a 
morning-room hung with proof engravings of valuable pictures; 
through this into an ante-chamber, where she stopped, holding 

the light above her head. 

_ The young man stared about him, open-mouthed and open- 
ed, 

“ It’s a rare fine placo,” he said, “and must have cost & power 
of money.” 
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“Look at the pictures on the walls,” said Phœbe, glancing 
nt the panels of the octagonal chamber, which were hung with: 

audes and Poussins, Wouvermans and Cuyps, “ I’ve heard 
that those alone are worth a fortune. This is the entrance & 
my lady’s apartments, Miss Graham that was.” She lifted a 
‘avy green cloth curtain which hung across a doorway, and led 
the astonished countryman into a fairy-like boudoir, and thence 
to a dressing-room, in which the open doors of a wardrobe and 
à heap of dresses flung about a sofa, showed that it still remained 
exactly as its occupant had left it. 

“T’ve all these things to put away before my lady comes 
le Luke; you might sit down here while I do it; I shan’t 
6 long,” 

Her cousin looked round in gawky embarrassment, bewildered 
by the splendour of the room; and after some deliberation 
selected the most substantial of the chairs, on the extreme edge 
of which he carefully seated himself. 

; “I wish I could show you the jewels, Luke,” said the girl; 

“but I can’t, for she always keeps the keys herself; that’s the 
Case on the dressing-table there.” 

“What, that?” cried Luke, staring at the massive walnut- 
Wood and brass-inlaid casket. “Why, that’s big enough to hold 
every bit of clothes I’ve got!” 

“And it’s as full as it can be of diamonds, rubies, earls, and 
emeralds,” answered Phosbe, busy as she spoke in ine the 
rustling silk dresses, and laying them one by one upon the 
shelves of the wardrobe. As she was shaking out the flounces of 
the last, a jingling sound caught her ear, and she put her hand 
Into the pocket. 

“I declare!” she exclaimed, “my lady has left her keys in 

er pocket, for once in a way. I can show you the jewellery if 
you like, Luke.” 

.“ Well, I may as well have a look at it, my girl,” he said, 
"ising from his chair, and holding the light while his cousin 
unlocked the casket. He uttered a cry of wonder when he saw 

© ornaments glittering on white satin cushions. He wanted 
to handle the delicate jewels; to pull them about, and find out 

‘ely mercantile value. Perhaps a pang of longing and envy 
shot through his heart as he thought how he would have liked 

ave taken one of them. 
P “Why, one of those diamond things would set us up in life, 
hosbe,” he said, turning a bracelet over and over in his big 
ands, 

Put it down, Luke! Put it down directly!” cried the girl, 

With a look of terror; “how can you speak about such things P” 
€ laid the bracelet in its place with a reluctant sigh, and 
then continued his examination of the casket. 
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“Whats this?” he asked presently, pointing to a brass know 
in the framework of the box. 

He pushed it as he spoke, and a secret drawer, lined with 
purple velvet, flew out of the casket. 

“Look ye, here!” cried Luke, pleased. at his discovery. 

Phoebe Marks threw down the dress she had been folding, and 
went over to the toilette table. 

“Why, I never saw this before,” she said; “ [wonder what 
there is in itP ” 

There was not much in it; neither gold nor gems; only a 
baby’s little worsted shoe rolled up in a piece of paper, and 
a tiny lock of silky yellow hair, evidently taken from a baby’s 
head. Phoebe’s grey eyes dilated as she examined the little 

acket. 
Pr So this is what my lady hides in the secret drawer,” she 
muttered. 

“ It’s queer rubbish to keep in such a place,” said Luke, 
carelessly. 

The girl’s thin lips curved into a curious smile. 

“You will bear me witness where I found this,” she said, 
putting the little parcel into her pocket. r 

“Why, Phœbe, you’re never going to be such a fool as to take 
that,” cried the young man. 

“Td rather have this than the diamond bracelet you would 
have liked to take,” she answered; “you shall have the public 
house, Luke.” 





CHAPTER IV. 
IN THE FIRST PAGE OF THE “TIMES.” 


Rosrrt AUDLEY was supposed to be a barrister. As a barrister 
was his name inscribed in the Law List; as a barrister he had 
chambers in Fig-tree Court, Temple; as a barrister he had eaten 
the allotted number of dinners, which form the sublime ordeal 
througk which the forensic aspirant wades on to fame and for- 
tune. If these things can make aman a barrister, Robert Audley 
decidedly was one. But he had never had a brief, or tried te 

et a brief, or even wished to have a brief in all those five yeara 
te which his name had been painted upon one of the doors | 
in Fig-tree Court. He was a handsome, lazy, care-for-nothing ' 
fellow, of about seven-and-twenty ; the only son of a younger 
brother of Sir Michael Audley. ‘His father had left him £400 
a year, which his friends had advised him to increase by being 
called to the bar; and as he found it, after due consideration, 
more trouble to oppose the wishes of these friends, than to eat 
#0 many dinners, and to take a set of chambers in the Temple; 
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he adopted the latter course, and unblushingly called himself 
& barrister. 

Sometimes, when the weather was very hot, and he had 
exhausted himself with the exertion of smoking his German 
Pipe, and reading French novels, he would stroll into the Temple 
Gardens, and lying in some shady spot, pale and cool, with his 
shirt-collar turned down anda blue silk handkerchief tied loosely 
about his neck, would tell hard-working lawyers that he had 
knocked himself up with over-work. 

The legal busy bees laughed at the pleasing fiction set forth 
by this harmless drone; but they all agreed that Robert Audley 
was a good fellow; a generous-hearted fellow ; rather a curious 

ellow too, with a fund of sly wit and quiet humour, under his 

listless, dawdling, indifferent, irresolute manner. men: who 
would never get on in the world; but who would not hurt a 
worm. Indeed, his chambers were converted into a perfect dog- 
kennel by his habit of bringing home stray and benighted curs, 
who were attracted by his looks in the street, and followed him 
with abject fondness. 

Robert always spent the hunting season at Audley Court; 
not that he was distinguished as a Nimrod, for he would quietly 
trot to covert upon a mild-tempered, stout-limbed, bay hack, 
and keep at a very respectful distance from the hard riders; his 

orse knowing quite as well as he did that nothing was further 
from his thoughts than any desire to be in at the death. 

The young man was a great favourite with his uncle, and by 
no means despised by his pretty, gipsy-faced, light-hearted, 

oydenish cousin, Miss Alicia Audley. It might have seemed 
to other men that the partiality of a young lady, who was sole 

eiress to a very fine estate, was rather well worth cultivating, 
but it did not so occur to Robert Audley. Alicia was a very 
hice girl, he said, a jolly girl, with no nonsense about her—a 
girl of a thousand; but this was the highest point to which his 
enthusiasm could carry him. The idea of turning his cousin’s 
girlish liking for him to some good account never entered his 
idle brain. I doubt if he even had any correct notion of the 
amdunt of his uncle’s fortune, and I am certain that he never 
for one moment calculated upon the chances of any part of that 
fortune ultimately coming to himself. So that when one fine 
Spring morning, about three months before the time of which I 
em writing, the postman brought him the wedding cards of 
Sir Michael and Lady Audley, together with a very indignant 
letter from his cousin, setting forth how her father had just 
married a wax-dollish young person, no older than Alicia her- 
self, with flaxen ringlets and a perpetual giggle—for I am sorry 
to say that Miss Audley’s animus caused her thus to describe 
that pretty musical laugh which had heen so much admired in 
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the late Miss Lucy Graham—when, I say, these documenta 
reached Robert Audley, they elicited neither vexation nor 
astonishment in the lymphatic nature of that gentleman. He 
read Alicia’s angry, crossed and re-crossed letter without so 
much as removing the amber mouthpiece of his German pipe 
from his moustachioed lips. When he had finished the perusal 
of the epistle, which he read with his dark eyebrows elevated 
to the centre of his forehead (his only manner of e ressing 
surprise, by the way), he deliberately threw that and the wed- 
ding cards into the waste-paper basket, and putting down his 
pipe, prepared himself for the exertion of dhteiconge out the 
subject. 

“T always said the old buffer would marry,” he muttered, 
after about half an hour’s reverie. “ Alicia and my lady, the 
step-mother, will go at it hammer and tongs. I hope they 
won't quarrel in the hunting season, or say unpleasant things 
to each other at the dinner-table: a feminine shindy of that 
kind always upsets a man’s digestion.” 

At about twelve o’clock on the morning following that night 
upon which Phœbe Marks showed her cousin my lady’s jewels, 
the baronet’s nephew strolled out of the Temple, Blackfriars- 
ward, on his way to the City. He had in an evil hour obliged 
some necessitous friend by putting the ancient name of Audley 
across a bill of Eiidetatand ation, which bill not having been met 
by the drawer, Robert was called upon to pay. For this pur- 
pose he sauntered up Ludgate Hill, er his blue necktie 
fluttering in the hot August air, and thence to a refreshingly 
cool banking-nouse in a shady court out of St. Paul’s Church- 
ph where he made arrangements for selling out a couple of 

undred pounds worth of consols. 

He hal transacted this business, and was loitering at the 
corner of the court, waiting for a chance Hansom to convey 
him back to the Temple, when he was almost knocked down by 
a man of about his own age, who dashed headlong into the 
narrow opening. 

“ Be so dood as to look where you are going, my friend!” 
Robert remonstrated, mildly, te the impetuous passenger ; 
“you might give a man warning before you knock him down 
and trample upon him.” 

The stranger stopped suddenly, looked very hard at the 
speaker, and then gasped for breath. 

“Bob!” he cried, in a tone expressive of the most intense 
netonishment; “I only touched British ground after dark last 
night, and to think that I should meet you this morning!” 

“T’ve seen you somewhere before, my bearded friend,” said 


Mr. Audley, calmly scrutinizing the animated face of the other, i 


“but T’11 be banged if I can remember when or where.” 
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“What!” exclaimed the stranger, reproachfully, “ you don’t 
mean to say that you’ve forgotten George TalboysP” 

“No, I have not!” said Robert, with an emphasis by LO 
means usual to him ; and then hooking his arm into that of his 
friend, he led him into the shady court, saying with his old 
difference, “ and now, George, tell us all about it.” 

George Talboys did tell him all about it. He told that 
very story which he had related ten days before to the pale 

Overness on board the Argus; and then, hot and breathless, 

® said that he had a bundle of Australian notes in his ocket, 
and that he wanted to bank them at Messrs, » who had 
en his bankers many years before. À i 

“If you'll believe me, I’ve only just left their counting- 
house,” said Robert.“ Pll go back with you, and we'll settle 
that matter in five minutes.” 

They did contrive to settle it in about a quarter of an hour; 
and then Robert Audley was for starting off immediately for 

€ Crown and Sceptre, or the Castle, Richmond, where they 
could have a, bit of dinner, and talk over those good old times 
when they were together at Eton. But George told his friend 
that before he went anywhere, before he shaved, or broke his 
fast, Or in any way refreshed himself after a night journey 
trom Liverpool by express train, he must call at a certain coffee- 

suse in Bridge Street, Westminster, where he expected to find 
à letter from bis wife. ; 

“Then I'll go there with you,” said Robert. “The idea of 
your having a wife, George; what a preposterous joke!” 

As they dashed through Ludgate Hill, Fleet Street, and the 
Strand, in a fast Hansom, George Talboys poured into his 
friend’s ear all those wild hopes and dreams which had usurped 
Ach à dominion over his sanguine nature. 

1 shall take a villa on the banks of the Thames, Bob,” he 
sald, “for the little wife and myself; and we'll have a yacht, 
ob, old boy, and you shall lie on the deck and smoke while 
my pretty one plays her guitar and sings songs to us. She’s 
for all the world like one of those what’s-its-names, who got 
Poor old Ulysses into trouble,” added the young man, whosa 
Classic lore was not very great. 

he waiters at the Westminster coffee-house stared at the 
hollow-eyed, unshaven stranger, with his clothes of colonial 
cut, and his boisterous, excited manner; but he had been an 
old equenter of the place in his military days, and when they 
ard who he was they flew to do his bidding. 

€ did not want much—only a bottle of soda-water, and ta 
“row if there was a letter at the bar directed to George 
Talboys, 


T 0e waiter broveht the soda-water  ofore the young mer 
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had seated themselves in a shady box near the disused fireplace. 
No; there was no letter for that name. : 

The waiter said it with consummate indifference, while he 
mechanically dusted the little mahogany table. 

George’s face blanched to a deadly whiteness. 

“Talboys,” he said; “perhaps you didn’t hear the name 
distinctly—T, A, L, B, O, Y,S. Go and look again; there 
must be a letter.” 

The waiter shrugged his shoulders as he left the room, an@ 
returned in three minutes to say that there was no name at all 
resembling Talboys in the letter-rack. There was Brown, and 
Sanderson, and Pinchbeck; only three letters altogether. 

The young man drank his soda-water in silence, and then 
leaning his elbows upon the table, covered his face with his 
hands. There was something in his manner which told Robert 
Audley that this disappointment, trifling as it might appear, 
was in reality a very bitter one. He seated himself opposite 
to his friend, but did not attempt to address him. 

By-and-by George looked up, and mechanically taking a 
greasy Times newspaper of the day before from a heap of 
journals on the table, stared vacantly at the first page. 

I cannot tell how long he sat blankly staring at one para- 
graph amongst the list of deaths, before his dazed brain took 
In its full meaning; but after a considerable pause he pushed 
the newspaper over to Robert Audley, and arith a face that had 
changed from its dark bronze to a sickly, chalky, greyish 
white, and with an awful calmness in his manner, he pointed 
with his finger to a line which ran thus :— 

“On the 24th inst, at Ventnor, Isle of Wight, Helen Talboya, 
aged twenty-two.” 





CHAPTER V. 
THE HEADSTONE AT VENTNOR. 


Yus: there it was in black and white—‘Helen Talboys, 
aged twenty-two.” 

_ When George told the governess on board the Argus that if 
he heard any evil tidings of his wife he should drop down dead, 
he spoke in perfect good faith; and yet here were the worst 
tidings that could come to him, and he sat rigid, white, and 
helpless, staring stupidly at the shocked face of iis friend. 

The suddenness of the blow had stunned him. Inhis strange 
and bewildered state of mind he began to wonder what had 
happened, and why it was that one line in the Times newspaya 
could have so horrible an effect upon him. ’ 

Then by degrees even this vague consciousness of his mis 
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fortune faded slowly out of his mind, succeeded by painful 


consciousness of external things. 

The hot August sunshine; the dusty window panes and 
thabby painted blinds; a file of fly-blown play-bills fastened to 
the wall; the blank and empty fireplace; a bald-headed old man 
nodding over the Morning Advertiser ; the slip-shod waiter fold- 
Ing a tumbled table-cloth, and Robert Audley’s handsome face 

Soking at him full of compassionate alarm. He knew that all 
these things took gigantic proportions, and then, one by one, 
melted into dark blots that swam before hiseyes. He knew that 

ere was a great noise as of half-a-dozen furious steam-engines 
aring and grinding in his ears, and he knew nothing more, 
except that somebody or something fell heavily to the ground. 

He opened his eyes upon the dusky evening in a cool and 
thaded room, the silence only broken by the rumbling of wheels 
at a distance. 

He looked about him wonderingly, but half indifferently. His 
old friend, Robert Audley, was seated by his side, smoking. 

orge was lying on a low iron bedstead opposite to an open 
Window, in which there was a stand of flowers and two or three 

irds in cages. 

“You don’t mind the pipe, do you, George?” his friend 
asked quietly. 

“No.” 

He lay for some time looking at the flowers and the birds. 
One canary was singing a shrill hymn to the setting sun. 

“Do the birds annoy you, GeorgeP Shall I take them out 
Of the room?” 

“No: I like to hear them sing.” 

Robert Audley knocked the ashes out of his pipe, laid the 
Precious meerschaum tenderly upon the mantel-piece, and 
80mg into the next room, returned presently with a cup of 
stron © tea. 

Take this, George,” he said, as he placed the cup on a 
ze table close to George’s pillow; “it will do your head 

0od,” 

The young man did not answer, but looked slowly round the 
Yoom, and then at his friend’s grave face. 

“ Bob,” he said, “where are we P ” 

“In my chambers, my dear boy, in the Temple. You have 
No lodgings of your own, so you may as well stay with me 
while you're in town.” 

1Corge passed his hand once or twice across his forehead, 
nd then, in a hesitating manner, said quietly,— 
“That newspaper this morning, Bob; what was itf ” 
sf Never mind just now, old boy; drink some tea.” 
“ Yea, yes,” cried George. impatiently, raising himself upon 
C 
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the bed, and staring about him with hollow eyes, “I remembes 
all about it. Helen, my Helen! my wife, my darling, my only 
love! Dead! dead!” * 

“ George,” said Robert Audley, laying his hand gently upon 
the young man’s arm, “you must remember that the person 
whose name you saw in the paper may not be your wife. Thera 
may have been some other Helen Talboys.” 

“No, no,” he cried, “the age corresponds with hers, and 
Talboys is such an uncommon name.” 

“Tt may be a misprint for Talbot.” 

“No, no, no; my wife is dead! ” 

He shook off Robert’s restraining hand, and rising from the 
bed, walked straight to the door. 

“Where are you going?” exclaimed his friend. 

“To Ventnor, to see her grave.” 

“Not to-night, George, not to-night. I will go with you 
myself by the first train to-morrow.” 

Robert led him back to the bed, and gently forced him to lie 
down again. He then gave him an opiate which had been sent 
by the medical man whom they had called in at the coffee-house 
in Bridge Street, when George fainted. 

So George Talboys fell into a heavy slumber, and dreamed 
that he went to Ventnor, to find his wife alive and happy, but 
wrinkled, old, and grey, and to find his son grown into a young 
man. 

Harly the next morning he was seated opposite to Robert 
Audley in the first-class carriage of an express, whirling through 
the pretty open country towards Portsmouth. 

ey rode from Ryde to Ventnor under the burning heat of 
the mid-day sun. As the two young men alighted from the 
coach, the people standing about stared at George’s white face 
and untrimmed beard. 

“What are we to do, George?” Robert Audley asked. “We 
bave no clue to finding the people you want to see.” 

The young man looked at him with a pitiful, bewildered 
expression. ‘The big dragoon was as helpless as a baby; and 
Robert Audley, the most vacillating al unenergetic of men, 
found himself called upon to act for another. He rose superior 
to himself and equal te the occasion. 

“Had we better asi at one of the hotels about a Mra, 
alboys, George P” he said. _ 

“Her father’s name was Maldon,” George muttered; “he 
could never have sent her here to die alone.” 

They said nothing more, but Robert walked straight to an 
hotel, where he inquired for a Mr. Maldon. 

Yes, they told "btn there was a gentleman of that nama 
stupping at Ventnor, a Captain Maldon. His daughter 
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was lately dead. The waiter would go and inquire for the 
address. 
. The hotel was a busy place at this season; people hurrying 
M and out, aad a great bustle of grooms and waiters about 
the hall. 

George Talboys leaned against the door-post with much the 
Fame look in his face as that which had frightened his friend 
in the Westminster coffee-house. 

€ worst was confirmed now. His wife, Captain Maldon’s 
daughter, was dead. 
e waiter returned in about five minutes to say that Captain 
Maldon was lodging at Lansdowne Cottages, No. 4. 
hey easily found the house, a shabby bow-windowed cottage, 
ooking towards the water. 

Was Captain Maldon at home? No, the landlady said; he 
had gone out to the beach with his little grandson. Would the 
sentlemen walk in and sit down a bit? 

‘eorge mechanically followed his friend into the little 
tont parlour—dusty, shabbily furnished, and disorderly, with a 
child’s broken toys scattered on the floor, and the scent of stale 
tobacco hanging about the muslin window curtains. 
1 ook!” said George, pointing to a picture over the mantel- 
€. 

Tt was his own portrait, painted in the old dragooning days: 
& formal conventional picture of a handsome young man in 
regimentals, with a charger in the background. 

erhaps the most animated of men would have been scarcely 
FO wise a comforter as Robert Audley. He did not utter a 
word to the stricken widower, but quietly seated himself with 
18 back to George, looking out of the open window. 
or some time the young man wandered restlessly about 
the room, looking at and sometimes touching the knick-knacks 
ying here and there. 
er work-box, with an unfinished piece of work; her album, 
of extracts from Byron and Moore, written in his own 
Scrawling hand; some books which he had given her, and a 
hig of withered flowers in a vase they had bought in 
va, Y. 

“Her portrait used to hang by the side of mine,” he 
muttered; “I wonder what they have done with itP” 

By-and-by he said, after about half an hour’s silence,— 

“T should like to see the woman of the house; I should like 

ask her about i 

€ broke down, and buried his face in his hands. 

Robert summoned the landlady. She was a good-natured, 

Farrulous creature, used to sickness and death, for many cf 
er lodgers came to her ta die. She told all the partioulars o/ 


fall 
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Mrs. Talboys’ last hours; how she had come to Ventnor only 
x week before her death, in the last stage of decline; and how 
day by day she had gradually but surely sunk under the fatal 
malady. “Was the gentleman any relative?” she asked of 
Robert Audley, as George sobbed aloud. 

“Yes, he is the lady’s husband.” 

“What!” the woman cried; “him as deserted her so cruel, 
and left her with her pretty boy upon her poor old father’s 
hands, which Captain Maldon has told me often, with the tears 
in his poor eyes? ” 

“T did not desert her,” George cried out: and then he tr’: 
the history of his three years’ struggle. 

“Did she speak of me?” he asked; “did she speak of me 
et—at—the last?” 

“No, she went off as quiet as a lamb. She said very little 
from the first; but the last day she knew nobody, not even her 
little boy nor her poor old father, who took on awful. Once 
she went off wild like, talking about her mother, and about the 
cruel shame it was to have to die in a strange place, till it‘was 
nuite pitiful to hear ber.” 

“Her mother died when she was quite a child,” said George, 
“To think that she should remember her and speak of her, but 
never once of me.” 

The woman took him into the little bed-room in which his 
wife had died. He knelt down by the bed and kissed the 
pillow tenderly, the landlady crying as he did so. 

While he was kneeling, praying perhaps, with his face buried 
in this humble snow-white pillow, the woman took something 
from a drawer. She gave it to him when he rose from his 
kuees; it was a long tress of hair wrapped in silver paper. 

: ap cut this off when she lay in her coffin,” she said, “ poor 
ear!” 

He pressed the soft lock to his lips. “Yes,” he murmured; 
“this is the dear hair that I have kissed so often when her 
head lay upon my shoulder. But it always had a rippling 
wave in it then, and now it seems smooth and straight.” 

“Tt changes in illness,” said the landlady. “If you'd like 
to see where they have laid her, Mr. Talboys, my little boy 
shall show you the way to the churchyard.” 

So George Talboys and his faithful friend walked to the 
quiet spot, where beneath a mound of earth, to which the 
patches of fresh turf hardly adhered, lay that wife of whose 
welcoming smile George had dreamed so often in the far 
antipodes. 

Robert left the young man by the side of this new-made« 
grave, and returning in about a qyarter of an hour. found that 
he had not once stirred. 
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He looked up presently, and said that if there was 4 stone- 
mason anywhere near he should like to give an order. 

They very easily found the stonemason, and sitting down 
amidst the fragmentary litter of the man’s yard, George Talboys 
wrote in pencil this brief inscription for the headstone of his 
dead wife’s grave :— 

Sacred to the Memory of 
HELEN, 
THE BELOVED WIFE OF GEORGE TALBOYS, 
Who departed this life 
August 24th, 1857, aged 22, 
Deeply regretted by her sorrowing Husband. 


CHAPTER VI. 
ANYWHERE, ANYWHERE OUT OF THE WORLD. 


Wuen George and his friend returned to Lansdowne Cottage 
they were told that the old man had not yet come in, so the 
walked down to the beach to look for him. After a brief searc 
they found him, sitting upon a heap of pebbles, reading a news: 
paper and eating filberts. The little boy was at some distance 
rom his grandfather, digging in the sand with a wooden spade. 
The crape round the old man’s shabby hat, and tke child’s poor 
little black frock, went to George’s heart. Go where he would 
he met confirmation of this great sorrow. His wife was dead. 

“ Captain Maldon,” he said, as he approached his father-in-law. 

The old man looked up, and, dropping his newspaper, rose 
from the pebbles with a ceremonious bow. His faded light hair 
was tinged with grey; he had a pinched hook nose, watery blue 
eyes, and an irresolute-looking mouth; he wore his shabby dress 
with an affectation of foppish gentility; an eye-glass dangled 
over his closely-buttoned-up waistcoat, and he carried a cane ip 
his ungloved hand. 

“Good Heavens !” cried George, “don’t you know me P” 

Captain Maldon started and coloured violently, with some- 
thing of a frightened look, as he recognized his son-in-law. 

“My dear boy,” he said, “I did not; for the first moment I 
did not; that ue makes such a difference. You find tl.» 
beard makes a great difference, do you not, sir?” he said, a}. 
pealing to Robert. 

“Great Heaven!” exclaimed George Talboys, “is this tls 
way you welcome meP I come to England to find my wife dead 
within a week of my touching land, and you begin to chatter ta 
me about my heard,—ycu, ber father!” 
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“True! true!” muttered the old man, wiping his bloodshot 
eyes; “a sad shock, a sad shock, my dear George. If you'd 
only been here a week earlier!” 

“If I had,” cried George, in an outburst of grief and passion, 
“JT scarcely think that I would have let her die. I would hava 
disputed for her with death. I would! Iwould! O God! 
why did not the Argus go down with every soul on board her 
before I came to see this day P” 

He hegan to walk up i down the beach, his father-in-lavr 
looking helplessly at him, rubbing his feeble eyes with a hand- 
kerchief. 

“Tve a strong notion that the old man didn’t treat his 
daughter too well,” thought Robert, as he watched the half-pay 
lieutenant. “He seems, for some reason or other, to be half 
afraid of George.” 

While the young widower walked up and down in a fever of 
regret and despair, the child ran to his grandfather and clung 
about the tails of his coat. 

“Come home, grandpa’, come home,” he said. “I’m tired.” 

George Talboys turned at the sound of the babyish voice, and 
long and earnestly looked at the boy. 

He had his father’s brown eyes and dark hair. 

“My darling! my darlinx}” said George, taking the child in 


his arms, “I am your father, come across the sea to find you. _ 


Will you love me?” 

The little fellow pushed him away. “I don’t know you,” he 
said. “TJ love grandpa’ and Mrs. Monks, at Southampton.” - 

“ Georgey has a temper of his own, sir,” said the old man. 
“He has been spoiled.’ 

They walked slowly back to the cottage, and once more 
George Talboys told the history of that desertion which had 
seemed so cruel. He told, too, of the twenty thousand pounds 
Lanked by him the day before. He had not the heart to ask 
any questions about ihe past, and his father-in-law only told 
him that a few months after his departure they had gone from 
the place where George left them to live at Southampton, where 
Helen had obtained a few pupils for the piano, and where they 
had managed pretty well till her health failed, and she fell into 
ihe decline of which she died. Like most sad stories, it was a 
very brief one. 

“The boy seems fond of you,” said George, after a pause. 

“Yes, yes,” answered the old man, smoothing the child’s 


curling hair, “yes, Georgey is very fond of his grandfather.” 


“Then he had better stop with you. The interest of my 
money will be about six hundred a year. You can draw a 
hundred of that for Georgey’s education, leaving the rest to 
acoumulate till he ia of age. My friend here will be trustee, 
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end if he will undertake the charge, I will appoint him guardian 
to the boy, allowing him for the present to remain under you 
care.” 

“But why not take care of him yourself, George P” asked 
Robert Audley. 

“Because À shall sail in the very next vessel that leaves 
Liverpool for Australia. I shall be better in the diggings or 
the packwoods than ever I could be here. I’m broken for a 
civilized life from this hour, Bob.” 

The old man’s weak eyes sparkled as George declared this 
determination. 

“My poor hoy, I think you’re right,” he said. “I really 
think ‘you're right. The change, the wild life, the—the——” 
ns and broke down, as Robert looked earnestly at 


“Youre in a great hurry to get rid of your son-in-law, I 
think, Captain Maldon,” he said, gravely. 

“Get rid of him, dear boy! Oh, no, no! But for his own 
sake, my dear sir, for bis own sake, you know.” 

& T think for his own sake he’d much better stay in England, 
and look after his son,” said Robert. 

“But I tell you I can’t,” cried George; “every inch of this 
accursed ground is hateful to me—I want to run out of it as I 
would out of a graveyard. I’ll go back to town to-night, get 
that business about the money settled early to-morrow morning, 
and start for Liverpool without a moments delay. I shall be 
better when I’ve put half the world between me and her 

rave.” 

Before he left the house he stole out to the landlady, and 
asked some more questions about his dead wife. 

“Were they poor?” he asked; “were they pinched for money 
while she was illP” 

“Oh, no!” the woman answered; “though the captair 
dresses shabby, he has always plenty of sovereigns in his purse 
The poor lady wanted for nothing.” 

George was relieved at this, though it puzzled him to know 
where the drunken half-pay lieutenant could have contrived. tc 
find money for all the expenses of his daughter’s illness. 

But he was too thoroughly broken down b the calamity 
which had befallen him to be able to think much of anything, 
so he asked no further questions, but walked with his father-in- 
law and Robert Audley down to the coach by which they were 
to return to Ryde. 

The old man bade Robert a very ceremonious adieu, 

“You did not introduce me to your friend, by-the-by, my 
dear boy,” he said, when the two young men were seated in the 
roach. Georee stared at him, muttered something indistinctly 
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and the horses started before Captain Maldon could repeat hia 
request. 

“To think,” said George, “that two nights ago at this time I 
was steaming into Liverpool, full of the hope of clasping her te 
ny heart, and to-night I am going away from her grave !” 

The document which appointed Robert Audley as guardian 
to little George Talboys was drawn up in a solicitor’s office the 
next morning. 

“Its a great responsibility,” exclaimed Robert; “I, guardian 
to anybody or anything! I, who never in my life could take 
care of myself!” 

“T trust in your noble heart, Bob,” said Gecrge; “I know 
you will take care of my poor orphan boy, and see that he is 
well used by his grandfather. I shall only draw enough from 
George’s fortune to take me back to Sydney, and then begin my 
old work again.” 

But it seemed as if George was destined to be himself the 
guardian of his son; for when he reacheu Liverpool he found 
that a vessel had just sailed, and that there would not be 
another for a month; so he returned to London, and once more 
vhrew himself upon Robert Audley’s hospitality. 

The barrister received him with open arms; he gavehim the 
room with the birds and flowers, and had a bed put up in his 
dressing-room for himself. Grief is so selfish that George did 
not know the sacrifices his friend made for his comfort. He only 
knew that for him the sun was darkened, and the business of 
life done. He sat all day long smoking a big meerschaum, and 
staring at the flowers and canaries, chafing for the time to pass 
that he might be far out at sea. 

But just as the hour was drawing near for the sailing of the 
vessel, Robert Audley came in one day full of a great scheme, 
A friend of his, another of those barristers whose last thought 
is of a brief, was going to St. Petersburg to spend the winter 
and wanted Robert to accompany him. Robert would only go 
on condition that George went too. 

For a long time the young man resisted, but when he found 
that Robert was, in a quiet way, thoroughly determined upon 
not going without him, he gave in, and consented to join the 
party. What did it matter? he said. One place was the same 
Seas another: anywhere out of England: what did he care 
where 

This was not avery cheerful way of looking at things, but 
Robert Audley was quite satisfied with having won his friend’a 
sonsent. 

The three young men started under very favourable cireum- 
stances, carrying letters of introduction to the most influential 
inhabitants of the Russian capital 
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Before leaving England Robert wrote & his cousin Alicia, 
Eng her of his intended departure with his old friend George 
alboys, whom he had lately met for the first time after 8 lapse 
of years, and who had just lost his wife. 
2 licia’s reply came by return of post, and ran thus :— 
My near Rosert,—How cruel of you to run away to that 
orrid St. Petersburg before the hunting season! I have he rd 
that people lose their noses in that disagreeable climate, and & 
yours is rather a long one, I should advise you to return before 
€ very severe weather sets in. What sort of person is this 
oung Mr. Talboys? If he is very agreeable you may bring 
Im to the Court as soon as you return from your travel. Lady 
Audley tells me to request you to secure her a set of sables. 
You are not to consider the price, but to be sure that they are 
the handsomest that can be obtained. Papa is perfectly absurd 
about kis new wife, and she and I cannot get on together at 
all; not that she is disagreeable to me, for, as far as that goes, 
She makes herself agreeable to every one; but she is so irre- 
trievably childish and silly. 
“ Believe me to be, my dear Robert, 
“ Your affectionate Cousin, 
“ ALICIA AUDLEY.” 


CHAPTER VII. 
AFTER A YEAR. 


Tue first year of George Talboys’ widowhood passed away ; 
the deep band of crape about his hat grew brown and rusty, 
and as the last burning day of another August faded out, he 
sat smoking his meerschaum in the quiet chambers in Fig-tree 
Court, much as he had done the year before, when the hoxro- 
of his grief was new to him, and every object in life, however 
trifling or however important, seemed saturated with his one 
great sorrow. 

But the big ex-dragoon had survived his affliction by a twelve- 
month, and, hard as it may be to have to tell it, he did not look 
much the worse for it. Heaven knows what inner change may 
have been worked by that bitter disappoimment! Heaven 
knows what wasted agonies of remorse and self-reproach racked 


George’s honest heart as he lay awake at nights thinking of the 


wife he had abandoned in the pursuit of a fortune which she 
had not lived to share. 

Once, while they were abroad, Robert Audley ventured te 
congratulate him upon his recovered spirits. He burst intoa 
bitter laugh. 

“Do you know, Bob,” he said, “+4 » when some of ou 
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fellows were wounded in India, they came home bringing bulleta 
inside them? They did not talk of them, and they were stout 
and hearty, and looked as well, perhaps, as you or 1; but every 
change in the weather, however slight, every variation of the 
atmosphere, however trifling, brought back the old agony of 
their wounds as sharp as ever they had felt it on the battle- 
field. I’ve had my wound, Bob; I carry the bullet still, and 1 
shall carry it into my coffin.” 

The travellers returned from St. Petersburg in the spring, 
and George again took up his quarters in his old friend's 
chambers, only leaving them now and then to run down to 
Southampton and take a look at his little boy. He always went 
loaded with toys and sweetmeats to give to the child; but, for 
all this, Georgey would not become very familiar with his papa, 
and the young man’s heart sickened as he began to fancy that 
even his child was lost to him. 

“What can I do?” he thought. “If I take him away from 
his grandfather I shall break his heart; if I let him remain he 
will grow up a stranger to me, and care more for that drunken 
old hypocrite than for his own father. But then what could am 
ignorant heavy dragoon like me do with such a childP What 
could I teach Le except to smoke cigars, and idle about all day 
with his hands in his pockets P” 

So the anniversary of that 30th of August, upon which 
George had seen the advertisement of his wife’s death in the 
Times newspaper, came round for the first time, and the young 
man put off his black clothes and the shabby crape from his hat, 
and laid his mourning garments in a trunk in which he kept a 
packet of his wife’s letters, and that lock of hair which had been 
cut from her head after death. Robert Audley had never seen 
either the letters or the long tress of silky hair ; nor, indeed, had 
George ever mentioned the name of his dead wife after that one 
ey at Ventnor on which he learned the full particulars of her 

ecease. 

“T shall write to my cousin Alicia to-day, George,” the young 
barrister said, upon this very 30th of August. “ Do you know 
that the day after to-morrow is the lst of September? I shall 
write and tell her that we will both run down to the Court for a 
week’s shooting.” 

“No, no, Bob: go by yourself; they don’t want me, and I’d 
rather ——” 

“ Bury yourself in Fis-tree Court, with no company but my 
dogs and canaries! No, George, you shall do nothing of the kind. 

“But I don’t care for shooting.” 

“And do you suppose I care for it?” cried Robert, with 
charming naïveté. “ Why, man, I don’t know a partridge from 
a pigeon, and it might be the Ist of April instead of the 1st of 
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Beptember for aught I care. I never hit a bird in my life, but 

have hurt my own shoulder with the weight of my gun. 
only go down to Essex for the change of air, the good dinners. 
the still hock, and the sight of my uncle’s honest, handsome 
face. Besides, this time I’ve another inducement, as I want tr 
see 52 ems paragon, my new aunt. You'll go with me, 
xcorge P? 

“ Yes, if you really wish it.” 

The quiet form which the widower’s grief had taken after its 
first, brief violence, left him as submissive as a child to the wil: 
of his friend ; ready to go anywhere or do anything; never ens 
Joying himself, or originating any enjoyment, bat joming in the 
pleasures of others with a hopeless, quiet, uncomplaining, unob- 
trusive resignation peculiar to his simple nature. Much to Mr. 
Audley’s astonishment, the return of post brought a letter from 
Alicia, to say that the two young men could not be received 
at the Court. 

“There are seven spare bedrooms,” wrote the young lady, in 
an indignant running hand, “but for all that, my dear Robert, 
you can’t come; for my lady has taken it into her silly head that 
she is too ill to entertain visitors (there is no more the matter 
with her than there is with me), and she cannot have gentlemen 
(great rough men, she says) in the house. Please apologize to 
your friend Mr. Talboys, and tell him that papa hopes to see 
you both in the hunting season.” 

“My lady’s airs and graces shan’t keep us out of Essex tor 

all that,” said Robert, as he twisted the letter into a pipe-light 
for his big meerschaum. “I'll tell you what we'll do, George; 
there’s a comfortable old inn at Audley, and plenty of fishing in 
the neighbourhood: we'll go there and have a week’s sport, 
Fishing is much better than shooting. You've only to lie on a 
bank and stare at your line. I don’t find that you often catch 
anything, but it’s very pleasant.” 
. He held the twisted letter to the feeble spark of fire glimmer- 
ing in the grate as he spoke, and then, changing his mind, 
deliberately unfolded it and smoothed the crumpled paper with 
his hand. 

“Poor little Alicia!” he said, thoughtfully; ‘it’s rather hard 
Vo treat her letters so cavalierly—I’ll keep it;” upon which Mr. 
Robert Audley put the note back into its envelope, and after- 
wards thrust it into a pigeon-hole in his office desk marked 
mportant. Mr. Audley only knew what wonderful documents 
there were in this particular pigeon-hole, but it could scarcely 
have contained anything of great judicial value. If any one 
could at that moment Tare told the young barrister that so 
simple a thing as his cousin’s brief letter would one day come to 
be a link in that terrible chain of evidence afterwards to be 
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slowly forged in the one only criminal case in which he wus ever 
to be concerned, perhaps Mr. Robert Audley would have lifted 
his eyebrows a little higher than usual. 

So the two young men left London the next day with ona 
portmanteau and a rod and tackle between them, and reached 
the straggling, old-fashioned, fast-decaying village of Audley in 
time to order dinner at the Sun Inn. 

Audley Court was about three quarters of a mile from the 
village, lying, as I have said, deep down in a hollow, saut in b 


, suxuriant timber. You could only reach it by a cross road, 


bordered by trees, and as trimly kept as the avenues in a gentle- 
man’s park. It was a dreary place enough, even in all its 
rustic beauty, for so bright a creature as the late Miss Lucy 
Graham; but the generous baronet had transformed the interior 
of the grey old mansion into a little palace for his young wife, 
and Lady Audley seemed as happy as a child surrounded by 
new and costly toys. 

In her better fortunes, as in her old days of dependence, 
wherever she went she seemed to take rhin and gladness 
with her. In spite of Miss Alicia’s undisguised contempt for 
her step-mother’s childishness and frivolity, Lucy was better 
loved and more admired than the baronet’s daughter. That 
very childishness had a charm which few could resist. The 
innocence and candour of an infant beamed in Lady Audley’s 
fair face, and shone out of her large and liquid blue eyes. The 
rosy lips, the delicate nose, the profusion of fair ringlets, all 
contributed to preserve to her beauty the character of extreme 
youth and freshness. She owned to twenty years of age, but it 
was hard to believe her more than seventeen. Her fragile figure, 
which she loved to dress in heavy velvets and stiff rustling 
silks, till she looked like a child tricked out for a masquerade, 
was as girlish as if she had but just left the nursery. All her 
amusements were childish. She hated reading, or study of an 
kind, and loved society ; rather than be alone she would admit 
Phoebe Marks into her confidence, and loll on one of the sofas in 
her luxurious dressing-room, discussing a new costume for some 
coming dinner-party, or sit chattering to the girl, with her jewel. 
box beside her, upon the satin cushions, and Sir Michael’s pre- 
sents spread out in her lap, while she counted and admired her 
treasures. 

She had appeared at several public balls at Chelmsford and 
Colchester, and had been immediately recognized as the belle of 
the county. Pleased with her high position and her handsome 
house; with every caprice gratified, every whim indulged; 
admired and caressed wherever she went; fond of her generous 
nusband; rich in a noble allowance of pin-money ; with no poo: 
relations to worry ker with claims upon her purse or patrougg 
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& would have been hard to find in the county of Essex à more 
fortunate creature than Lucy, Lady Audley. 

the two young men loitered over the dinner-table in the 
Private sitting-room at the Sun Inn. The windows were 
thrown wide open, and the fresh country air blew in upon them 
as they dined. The weather was lovely; the foliage of the 
woods touched here and there with faint gleams of the earliest 
tints of autumn; the yellow corn still standing in some of the 
fields, in others just falling under the sickle; while in the 
narrow lanes you met great waggons drawn by broad-chested 
cart-horses, carrying home the rich golden store. To any one 
who has been, during the hot summer months, pent up in 
London, there is in the first taste of rustic life a kind of 
sensuous rapture scarcely to be described. George Talboys felt 
this, and in this he experienced the nearest approach to enjoy- 
ment that he had ever known since his wife’s death. 

The clock struck five as they finished dinner. 

.“ Put on your hat, George,” said Robert Audley; “they don’t 
dine at the Court till seven; we shall have time to stroll down 
and see the old place and its inhabitants.” 

The landlord, who had come into the room with a bottle of 
wine, looked up as the young man spoke. 

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Audley,” he said, “but if you want 
to see your uncle, you'll lose your time by going to the Court 
just now. Sir Michael and my lady and Miss Alicia have all 
gone to the races up at Chorley, and they won’t be back till nigh 
peop eight o’clock most likely. They must pass by here to go 

ome.” 

Under these circumstances of course it was no use going to 
the Court, so the two young men strolled through the village 
end looked at the old à she and then went and reconnoitred 
the streams in which they were to fish the next day, and by 
such means beguiled the time till after seven o’clock. At about 
8 quarter past that hour they returned to the inn, and seating 
themselves in the open window, lit their cigars and looked out 
at the peaceful prospect. 

We feck every day of murders committed in the country. 
Brutal and treacherous murders; slow, protracted agonies from 
poisons administered by some kindred hand ; sudden and violert 
deaths by cruel blows, inflicted with a stake cut from some 
spreading oak, whose very shadow promised—peace. In the 
county of which I write, I have been shown a meadow in which, 
on a quiet summer Sunday evening, a young farmer murdered 
the girl who had loved and trusted him; and yet even now, with 
the stain of that foul deed upon it, the aspect of the spot is 
—peace. No crime has ever been committed in the worst 
ais about Seven Dials that has not had its paraue, in the 
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. face of that sweet rustic calm which still, in spite of all, we lock 
on with a tender, half-mournful yearning, and associate with— 


eace, 

It was dusk when gigs and chaises, deg-carts and clumay 
farmers’ phaetons, began to rattle through the village street, 
and under the windows of the Sun Inn; deeper dusk still when 
an open carriage and four drew suddenly up Le the rocking 
sign-post. 

“It yea Sir Michael Audley’s barouche which came to so 
sudden a stop before the little inn. The harness of one of the 
leaders had become out of order, and the foremost postilion 
dismounted to set it right. 

“Why, it’s my uncle!” cried Robert Audley, as the carriage 
stopped. “T’ll run down and speak to him.” 

eorge lit another cigar, and, sheltered by the window cur- 
tains, looked out at the little party. Alicia sat with her back 
te the horses, and he could perceive, even in the dusk, that she 
was a handsome brunette; but Lady Audley was seated on the 
side of the carriage farthest from the inn, and he could see 
eee of the fair-haired paragon of whom he had nu * 
much. 

“Why, Robert,” exclaimed Sir Michael, as his nephew 
emerged from the inn, “this is a surprise!” 

“TI have not come to intrude upon you at the Court, my dear 
uncle,” said the young man, as the bareutet ook him by the 
hand in his own hearty fashion. “Hssex is my native county, 
you know, and about this time of year I generally have a touch 
of home sickness; so George and {has come down to the inn 
for two or three days’ fishing.” 

“ George—George who P ” 

“George Talboys.” 

“What, has he come?” cried Alicia. “I’m go glad; for I’m 
dying to sce this handsome young widower.” 

“Are you, Alicia?” said her cousin. “Then, egad, I’ll run 
and fetch him, and introduce you to him at once.” 

Now, so complete was the dominion which Lady Audley had, 
in her own childish, unthinking way, obtained over her devoted 
husband, that it was very rarely that the baronet’s eyes were 
long removed from his wife’s pretty face. When Robert, there- 
fore, was about to re-enter the inn, it needed but the faintest 
elevation of Lucy’s eyebrows, with a charming expression of 
weariness and terror, to make her husband aware that she did 
oot want to be bored by an introduction to Mr. George Tal 
boys. 

“Never mind to-night, Bob,” he said. “My wife is a little 
tired after our long day’s pleasure. Bring your friend to dinner 
to-morrow, and then he and Alicia can make each other's 
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Requaintance. Come tound and speak to Lady Audley, and 
en we'll drive home.” 
My lady was so terribly fatigued that she could cr smile 
‘weetly, and hold out a tiny gloved hand to her nephew by 
warTiage, 
. ‘You will come and dine with us to-morrow, and bring your 
lteresting friend?” she said, in a low and tired voice. She 

ad been the chief attraction of the race-course, and was wearied 
vat by the exertion of fascinating half the county. 

“Tt’s a wonder she didn’t treat you to her never-ending 
laugh,” whispered Alicia, as she leant over the carriage-door to 
bid Robert good night; “but I dare say she reserves that for 
your delectation to-morrow. I suppose you are fascinated ag 
tm everybody else?” added the young lady rather snap. 
usnly, 

“She is a lovely creature, certainly,” murmured Robert, with 
placid admiration. 

“Oh, of course! Now, she is the first woman of whom I 
ever heard you say a civil word, Robert Audley. I’m sorry to 

d you can only admire wax dolls.” 

Poor Alicia had had many skirmishes with her cousin upon 
the subject of that peculiar temperament of his, which, while it 
enabled him to go through life with perfect content and tacit 
enjoyment, entirely precluded his feeling one spark of enthusiasm 
upon any subject whatever. 

“As to his ever falling in love,” thought the young lady 
sometimes, “the idea is too preposterous. If all the divinities 
upon earth were ranged before Tien waiting for his sultanship 
to throw the handkerchief, he would only lift his eyebrows tu 
the middle of his forehead, and tell them to scramble for it.” 

But, for once in his life, Robert was almost enthusiastic. 

“She’s the prettiest little creature you ever saw in your life 
George,” he cried, when the carriage had driven off and he 
returned to his friend. “Such blue eyes, such ringlets, such a 
ravishing smile, such a fairy-like bonnet—all of a tremble with 
heartsease and dewy spangles, shining out of a cloud of gauze. 
George Talboys, I feel like the hero of a French novel. I am 
falling in love with my aunt.” 

The widower only sighed and puffed his cigar fiercely out of 
the open window. Perhaps he was thinking of that far-away 
time—little better than five years ago, but such an age gone by 
to him—when he first met the woman for whom he had worn 
crape round his hat three days before. They returned, all thosa 
old forgotten feelings; they came back, with the scene of their 
wirthplace. Again he lounged with his brother officers upon 
the shabby pier at the shabby watering-place, listening to « 
ureary band with a cornet that was a semitone flat. Again ha 
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heard the old operatic airs, and again she came tripping towards 
him leaning on her old father’s arm, and pretending (with such 
a charming, delicious, serio-comic pretence) to be listening te 
the music, and quite unaware of the admiration of half-a-dozen 
aed cavalry officers. Again the old fancy came back 
that she was something too beautiful for earth, or earthly uses, 
and that to approach her was to walk in a higher atmosphere 
and to breathe a purer air. And since this she had been his 


: wife, and the mother of his child. She lay in the little church- 


yard at Ventnor, and only a year ago he had given the order 
for her tombstone. A few slow, silent tears dropped upon his 
waistcoat as he thought of these things in the quiet darkening 
room. 

Lady Audley was so exhausted when she reached home, that 
she excused herself from appearing at the dinner-table, and 
retired at once to her dressing-room, attended by her maid, 
Phoebe Marks. 

She was a little capricious in her conduct to this maid; some- 
times very confidential, sometimes rather reserved; but she 
was a liberal mistress, and the girl had every reason to be 
satisfied with her situation. 

This evening, in spite of her fatigue, she was in extremely 
high spirits, and gave an animated account of the races, and 
the company present at them. 

“T am tired to death, though, Phoebe,” she said by-and-by ; 
“Tm afraid I must look a perfect fright, after a day in the hot 
sun.” 

There were lighted candles on each side of the glass before 
which Lady Audley was standing unfastening her dress. She 
looked full at her maid as she spoke, her blue eyes clear and 
bright, and the rosy, childish lips puckered into an arch smile, 

“You are a little pale, my lady,” answered the girl, “but yoa 


: look as pretty as ever.” 
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“That's right, Phoebe,” she said, flinging herself into a chair, 
and throwing back her curls at the maid, who stood, brush in 
hand, ready to arrange the luxuriant hair for the night. “Do 
vee ae Phoebe, I have heard some people say you and I are 
a e ” 

“I have heard them say so too, my lady,” said the girl 
quietly ; “but they must be very stupid to say it, for your lady 
ship is a beauty, and I’m a poor plain creature.” 

“Not at all, Phosbe,” said the little lady superbly; “you are 
like me, and your features are very nice; it is only colour that 
you want. My hair is pale yellow shot with gold, and yours is 
drab; my eyebrows and eyelashes are dark brown, and youre 
are almost—I scarcely like to say it, but they’re almost white, 

y dear Phoebe; your complexion is sallow, and mine is pink 
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end rosy. Why, with a bottle of hair dye, such as we see 
advertised in the papers, and a pot of rouge, you'd be as good- 
oking as I any day, Phoebe.” 

She prattled on in this way for a long time, talking of a 
hundred frivolous subjects, and ridiculing the people she had 
met at the races for her maid’s amusement. Her step-daughter 
came into the dressing-room to bid her good night, and found 

e maid and mistress laughing aloud over one of the day’s 
adventures. Alicia, who was never familiar with her servants, 
withdrew in discust at my lady’s frivolity. 

. “Go on brushing my hair, Phœbe,” Lady Audley said, every 
time the girl was about to complete her task; “I quite enjoy a 
chat with you.” 

At last, just as she had dismissed her maid, she suddenly 
called her back. “Phoebe Marks,” she said, “I want you to do 
me à favour.” 

“Yes, my lady.” - 

“I want you to go to London by the first train to-morrow 
morning to execute a little commission for me. You may take 
a day’s holiday afterwards, as I know you have friends in town, 
and [ shall give you a five-pound note if you do what I want, 
and keep your own counsel about it.” 

“Yes, my lady.” : 

“See that that door is securely shut, and come and sit ‘on 
this stool at my feet.” 

_ The girl obeyed. Lady Audley smoothed her maid’s neutral- 
tinted hair with her plump, white hand as she reflected for a 
few moments. 

_“ And now listen, Phoebe. What I want you to do is very 
mmple.”’ 

It was so simple that it was told in five minutes, and then 
Lady Audley retired into her bedroom, and curled herself up 
cosily under the eider-down quilt. She was a chilly little 
creature, and loved to bury herself in soft wrappings of satin 
and fur. 

“Kiss me, Phosbe,” she said, as the girl arranged the curtaina 
“T hear Sir Michael’s step in the ante-room; you will meet him 
as you go out, and you may as well tell him that you are gomg 
up by the first train to-morrow morning to order my dress from 
Madame Frederic fo the dinner at Morton Abbey.” 

It was late the next morning when Lady Audley went down 
to breakfast—past eleven o’clock. While she was sipping her 
roffve a servant brought her a sealed packet, and a paper for 
ner to sign. : 

“A telegraphic message!” she cried; for the convenient 
word telegram had not yet been invented. “What can ba the 
watter Pe” £ 
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She looked up at her husband with wide-open terrified eyes, 
und seemed half afraid to break the seal. The envelope was 
addressed to Miss Lucy Graham, at Mr. Dawson’s, and had 
been sent on from the village. 

“ Read it, my darling,” he said, “ and do not be alarmed; it 
may be nothing of any importance. 

Tt came from a Mrs. Vincent, the schoolmistress, to whom 
she had referred on entering Mz. Dawson’s family. The lady 
yes dangerously ill, and implored her old pupil to go and se 
1er. 

“Poor soul! she always meant to leave me her money,” said 
Lucy, with a mournful smile. “She has never heard of the 
change in my fortunes. Dear Sir Michael, I must go to her.” 

“To be sure you must, dearest. If she was kind to my poor 
girl in her adversity, she has a claim upon her prosperity that 
shall never be forgotten. Put on your bonnet, Lucy; we shall 
be in time to catch the express.” 

“You will go with meP ” 

sf a course, my darling. Do you suppose I would let you go 
alone?” 

“TI was sure you would go with me,” she said thoughtfully, 

“Does your friend send any address P ” 

“Mo; but she always lived at Crescent Villa, West Brompton, 
and no doubt she lives there still.” 

There was only time for Lady Audley to hurry on her bonnet 
and shawl before she heard the carriage drive round to the door, 
und Sir Michael calling to her at the foot of the staircase. 

Her suite of rooms, as I have said, opened. one out of another, 
und terminated in an octayon ante-chamber hung with oil 
paintings. Even in her haste she paused deliberately at the 
door of this room, double-locked it, and dropped the in into 
her pocket. This door, once locked, cut off all access to my 
lady’s apartments. 


CHAPTER VIII. 
BEFORE THE STORM. 


80 the dinner at Audley Court was postponed, and Miss Alicia 
had to wait still longer for an introduction to the handsome 
young widower, Mr. George Talboys. 

If the real truth is to be told, there was, perhaps, some 
thing of affectation in the anxiety this young lady expressed to, 
make George’s acquaintance; but if poor Alicia for a moment 
calculated upon arousing any latent spark of jealousy lurking 
in ner cousin’s breast by this exhibition of interest about a 
giranger, she was not so well acquainted with Robert Audley’s 
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isposition as she might have been. Indolent, handvome, and 
indifferent, the young barrister took life as altogether too absurd 
& mistake for any one event in its foolish course to be for a 
moment considered seriously by a sensible man. 

His pretty, gipsy-faced cousin might have been over head 
und ears in love with him, and she might have told him so, in 
some charming, roundabout, womanly fashion, a hundred times 
in a day for all the three hundred and sixty-five days in the 
year; but unless she had waited for some privileged 29th of 

ebruary, and walked straight up to him, saying, “Robert, 
poe will you marry me?” it is doubtfui if he would ever 

ave discovered the state of her feelings. 

Again, had he been in love with her himself, I fancy that the 
tender passion would, with him, have been so vague and feeble 
a sentiment that he might have gone down to his grave with a 
dim sense of some uneasy sensation which might be love or 
indigestion, and with, beyond this, no knowledge whatever of 
his state. 

So it was not the least use, my poor Alicia, to ride about the 
lanes round Audley during those three days which the two 
young men spent in Essex; it was wasted trouble to wear that 
pretty cavalier hat and plume, and to be always, by the most 
Singular of chances, meeting Robert and his friend. The black 
curls (nothing like Lady Audley’s feathery ringlets, but heav 
clustering locks, that clung about your slender brown throat), 
the red and pouting lips, the pert little retrowssé nose, the dark 
complexion, with its bright crimson flush, always ready to 
glance up like # signal light in a dusky sky, when you came 
suddenly upon your apathetic cousin—all this coquettish, es- 
piegle, brunette beauty was thrown away upon the dull eyes of 
Robert Audley, and you might as well have taken your rest 
in the cool drawing-room at the Court, instead of working your 
pretty-mare to death under the hot September sun. 

Now fishing, except to the devoted disciple of Izaak Walton, 
is not the most lively of occupations; therefore it is scarcely, 
HSE RE, to be wondered that on the day after Lady Audley’s 

eparture, the two young men (one of whom was disabled, by 
that heart-wound which he bore so quietly, from really taking 
pleasure in anything, and the other of whom looked upon 
almost all pleasure as a negative kind of trouble) began to 
grow weary of the shade of the willows overhanging the winding 
streams about Audley. 

“ Fig-tree Court is not gay in the long vacation,” said Robert, 
wflectively: “ but I think, upon the whole, it’s better than 
this; at any rate it’s near a tobacconist’s,” he added, rips: 
resignedly at an execrable cigar procured from the landlord 
the Sun Inn. 
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George Talboys, who had only consented to the Essex expe 


i dition in passive submission to his friend, was by no meana 
|. inclined to object to an immediate return to London. “IT shall 
be glad to get back, Bob,” he said, “for I want to take a run 
down to Southampton; I haven’t seen the little one for up- 
wards of a month.” 

He always spoke of his son as the “little one;” always spoke 
of him mournfully rather than hopefully. It seemed as if he 
could take no comfort from the thought of his boy. He ac- 
counted for this by saying that he had a fancy that the child 
would never learn to love him; and worse even than this fancy, | 
a dim presentiment that he would not live to see his little 
Georgey reach manhood. 

“T’m not a romantic man, Bob,” he would say sometimes, 
“and I never read a line of poetry in my life that was any 
more to me than so many words and so much jingle; but a 
feeling has come over me since my wife’s death, that I am like 
a man standing upon a long low shore, with hideous cliffs 
frowning down upon him from behind, and the rising tide crawl- 
ing slowly but surely about his feet. It seems to grow nearer 
( and nearer every day, that black, pitiless tide; not rushing 
upon me with a great noise and a mighty impetus, but crawling, 
creeping, stealing, gliding towards me, ready to close in above 
my head when I am least prepared for the end.” 

Robert Audley stared at his friend in silent amazement; and, 
after a pause of profound deliberation, said solemnly, “ George 
Talboys, I could understand this if you had been eating heavy 
suppers. Cold pork, now, especially if underdone, might pro- 
duce this sort of thing. You want change of air, dear boy; 
you want the refreshing breezes of Fig-tree Court, and the 
soothing atmosphere of Fleet Street. Or, stay,” he added sud- | 
denly ; “I have it! You’ve been smoking our friend the land- | 
lord’s cigars; that accounts for everything.” 

They met Alicia Audley on her mare about half an hour after 
they had come to the determination of leaving Hssex early the 
next morning. The young lady was very much surprised and 
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| disappointed at hearing her cousin’s determination, and for that _ | 
very reason pretended to take the matter with supreme in. 
difierence. 


“You are very soon tired of Audley, Robert,” she said, 
sarelessly ; “but of course you have no friends here, except 
our relations at the Court; while in London, no doubt, you 
ave the most delightful society, and——” 

“I get good tobacco,” murmured Robert, interrupting his | 
cousin. ‘“ Audley is the dearest old place, but when a man haa | 
to smoke dried cabbage leaves, you know, Alicia——” | 

“Then you really are going to-morrow morning ? ” 
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# Positivery— »y the express that leaves at 10.50.” 

“Then Lady Audley will lose an introduction to Mr. Talboys, 
and Mr. Talboys will lose a chance of seeing the prettiest 
woman in Hssex.” 

“Really ——” stammered George. 

“The prettiest woman in Essex would have a poor chance of 
getting much admiration out of my friend, George Talboys,” 
said Robert. “ His heart is at Southampton, where he has « 
curly-headed little urchin, about as high as his knee, who calls 
him ‘the big gentleman,’ and asks him for sugar-plums.” 

“T am going to write to my step-mother by to-night’s post,” 
said Alieia. “She asked me particularly, in her letter, how 
long you intended to stop, and whether there was any chance 
vf her being back in time to receive you.” 

Miss Audley took a letter from the pocket of her riding- 
jacket as she spoke—a pretty, fairy-like note, written on shining 
paper of a peculiar creamy hue. 

“She says in her postscript, ‘Be sure you answer my 
aa about Mr. Ardley and his friend, you volatile, forgetful 

icia |”? 

“What a pretty hand she writes!” said Robert, as his 
cousin folded the note. 

“Yes, it is pretty, is it not P Look at it, Robert.” 

She put the letter into his hand, and he contemplated it lazily 
tor a few minutes, while Alicia patted the graceful neck of her 
chestnut mare, which was anxious to be off once more. 

“Presently, Atalanta, presently. Give me back my note, Bob.” 

“Tt is the prettiest, most coquettish little hand I ever saw. 
Do you know, Alicia, I never believed in those fellows who ask 
eo for thirteen postage stamps, and offer to tell you what you 

ave never been able to find out yourself; but, upon my word, I 
think that if I had never seen your aunt, I should know what 
she was like by this slip of paper. Yes, here it all is--the 
feathery, gold-shot, flaxen curls, the pencilled eyebrows, the 
tiny straight nose, the winning childish smile, all to be guessed 
in these few graceful up-strokes and down-strokes. George 
look here!” 

But absent-minded and gloomy George Talboys had strolled 
uway along the margin of a ditch, and stood striking the bul- 
rushes with his cane, half-a-dozen paces away from Robert 
and Alia. 

“N-ver mind,” said the young lady impatiently ; for she by 
no means relished this long disquisition of my lady’s little 
note. “Give me the letter, and let me go; it’s past eight, 
and I must answer it by to-night’s post. Come, Atalanta! 
Good-bye, Robert—good-kye, Mr. Talboys! A pleasant journey 
to town!” 
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The chestnut mare cantered briskly through the lane, and 
Miss Audley was out of sight before those two big bright teara 
that stood in her eyes for one moment, before her pride sent 
them back again, rose from her angry heart. 

“To have only one cousin in the world,” she cried passion- 
ately, “my nearest relation after papa, and for him to care 
about as much for me as he would for a dog!” 

By the merest of accidents, however, Robert and his friend 
did not go by the 10.50 express on the following morning, for 
the young barrister awoke with such a splitting headache, that 
he asked George to send him a cup of the strongest green 
tea that had ever been made at the Sun, and to be furthermore 
80 good as to defer their journey until the next day. Of course 
George assented, and Robert Audley spent the forenoon lying 
in a darkened room, with a five-days-old Chelmsford paper to 
entertain himself withal. 

“Its nothing but the cigars, George,” he said repeatedly. 
* Get me out off the place without my seeing the landlord; for 
if that man and I meet there will be bloodshed.” 

Fortunately for the peace of Audley, it happened to be 
market-day at Chelmsford; and the worthy landlord had ridden 
off in his chaise-cart to purchase supplies for his house— 
amongst other things, perhaps, a fresh stock of those very 
cigars which had been so fatal in their effect upon Robert. 

The young men spent a dull, dawdling, stupid, unprofitable 
day; and towards dusk Mr. Audley proposed that they should 
stroll down to the Court, and ask Alicia to take them over 
the house. 

“Tt will kill a couple of hours you know, George; and it 
seems a great pity to drag you away from Audley without 
having shown you the old place, which I give you my honour 
is very well worth seeing.” 

The sun was low in the skies as they took a short cut 
through the meadows, and crossed a stile into the avenue 
leading to the archway—a lurid, heavy-looking, ominous sunset, 
and a deathly stillness in the air, hac frightened the. birds 
that had a mind to sing, and left the field open to a few cap- 
tious frogs croaking in the ditches. Still as the atmosphere 
was, the leaves rustled with that sinister, shivering motion 
which proceeds from no outer cause, but is rather an instinctive 
shudder of the frail branches, prescient of a coming storm 
That stupid clock, which knew no middle course, and alwaya 
skipped from one hour to the other, pointed to seven as the 
young men passed under the archway; but, for all that, it was 
nearer eight. 

_ They found Alicia in the lime-walk, wandering listlessly us 
pnd down under the black shadow of the trees, from whic 
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avery now and then a withered leaf flapped slowly to the 
ground, 

Strange to say, George Talboys, who vezy seldom observed 
anything, took particular notice of this place. 

“Tt ought to be an avenue in a churchyard,” he said. “ How 
och atten the dead might sleep under this sombre shade! 

wish the churchyard at Ventnor was like this.” 

They walked on to the ruined well; and Alicia told them 
some old legend connected with the spot—some gloomy story, 
such as those always attached to an old house, as if the past 
were one dark page of sorrow and crime. 

“We want to see the house before it is dark, Alicia,” said 
Robert. 

“ Then we must be quick,” she answered. “Come.” 

She led the way through an open French window, modernizea 
a few years before, into the library, and thence to the hall. 

In the hall they passed my lady’s pale-faced maid, who 
looked furtively under her white eye-lashes at the two young 
men. : 

They were going upstairs, when Alicia turned and spoke to 
the girl. 

“ After we have been in the drawing-room I should like ta 
show these gentlemen Lady Audley’s rooms. Are they in good 
order, Phœbe P” 

“Yes, Miss; but the door of the ante-room is locked, and I 
fancy that my lady has taken the key to London.” 

«Maken the key! Impossible!” cried Alicia. 

“Tndeed, Miss, I think she has. I cannot find it, and it 
always used to be in the door.” 

“T declare,” said Alicia, impatiently, “that it is not at all 
unlike my lady to have taken this silly freak into her head. 
T dare say she was afraid we should go into her rooms, and pry 
about amongst her pretty dresses, and meddle with her jewellery. 
It is very provoking, for the best pictures in the house are in 
that ante-chamber. There is her own portrait, too, unfinished, 
but wonderfully like.” 

“ Her portrait!” exclaimed Robert Audley. “T would give 
anything to see it, for I have only an imperfect notion of 
her face. Is there no other way of getting into the room, 
Alicia ? ” 

“ Another way P” 

“Yes; is there any door, leading through some of the other 
rooms, by which we can contrive to get into hers P” 

lis cousin shook her head, and conducted them into a corridor 
where there were some family portraits. She showed them a 
tapestried chamber, the large figures upon the faded canvag 


looking threatening in the dusky light. 
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“That fellow with the battle-axe looks as if he wanted to 
split peer head open,” said Mr. Audley, pointing to a fierce 
warrior whose uplifted arm appeared above George Talboys’ 
dark hair. “Come out of this room, Alicia. I believe it’s 
damp, or else haunted. Indeed, I believe all ghosts to be the 
result of damp and indigestion. You sleep in a damp bed— 
you awake suddenly in the dead of the night with a cold shiver, 
and see an old lady in the court costume of George the First’s 
time, sitting at the foot of the bed. The old lady is indigestion, 
and the cold shiver is a damp sheet.” 

There were lighted candles in the drawing-room. No new- 
fangled lamps had ever made the‘r appearance at Audley Court. 
Sir Michael’s rooms were lighted by honest, thick, yellow-look- 
ing wax candles, in massive silver candlesticks, and in sconces 
against the walls. 

l'here was very little to see in the drawing-room; and George 
Talboys soon grew tired of staring at the handsome modern 
furniture, and at a few pictures by some of the Academicians. 

“Tgn’t there a secret passage, or an old oak chest, or some- 
thing of that kind, somewhere about the place, Alicia P” asked 
Robert. 

“To be sure!” cried Miss Audley, with a vehemence that 
startled her cousin; “of course. “Why didn’t I think of it 
before? How stupid of me, to be sure !” 

“ Why stupid P” 

“ Because, if you don’t mind crawling upon your hands and 
knees, you can see my lady’s apartments, for that very passage 
communicates with her dressing-room. She doesn’t know of it 
herself, I believe. How astonished she’d be if some black- 
vizored burglar, with a dark lantern, were to rise through the 
foor some night as she sat before her looking-glass, having hea 
hair dressed for a party !” 

“ Shall we try the secret passage, George P ” asked Mr. Audley. 

“Yes, if you wish it.” 

Alicia led them into the room which had once been her 


aursery. It was now disused, except on very rare occasions 


when the house was full of company. 

Robert Audley lifted a corner of the carpet, according to his 
cousin’s directions, and disclosed a rudely-cut trap-door in the 
oak flooring. 

“Now listen to me,” said Alicia. “You must let yourself 
down by your hands into the passage, which is about four feet 
high; stoop your head, and walk straight on till you come to a 
sharp turn which will take you to the left, and at the extreme 
end of the passage you will find a short ladder below a trap- 
door like this, which you will have to unbolt; that door opens 
into the flooring of my lady’s dressing-room, which is only 
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bovered with a square Persian carpet that you can casily 
to raise. You understand me ?” 

“ Perfectly.” 

Then take the light; Mr. Talboys will follow you. I give 
you twenty minutes for your inspection of the paintings—that 
18 about a minute apiece—and at the end of that time I shai 
ee to see you return.” 

obert obeyed her implicitly, and George, submissively fol- 
lowing his friend, found himself, in five minutes, standing 
amidst the elegant disorder of Lady Audley’s dressing-room. 

She had left the house in a Sate on her unlooked - for 

ourney to London, and the whole of her glittering toilette 
apparatus lay about on the marble dressing-table. The atmo- 
sphere of the room was almost oppressive from the rich odonrs 
of perfumes in bottles whose gold stoppers had not been re- 
placed. A bunch of hothouse flowers was withering upon a tiny 
Writing-table. Two or three handsome dresses lay in a heap 
upon the ground, and the open doors of a wardrobe revealed the 
treasures within. Jewellery, ivory-backed hair-brushes, and 
exquisite china, were scattered here and there about the apart- 
ment. George Talboys saw his bearded face and tall gaunt 
figure reflected in the cheval-glass, and wondered to see how 
out of place he seemed among all these womanly luxuries. 

They went from the dressing-room to the boudoir, and through 
the boudoir into the ante-chamber, in which there were, as 
Alicia had said, about twenty valuable paintings besides my 
tady’s portrait. 

My lady’s portrait stood on an easel covered with a green 
baize in the centre of the octagonal chamber. It had been a 
fancy of the artist to paint her standing in this very room, and 
to make his background a faithful reproduction of the pictured 
walls. The young man belonged to the pre-Raphaelite brother- 
hood, and he had spent a most unconscionable time upon the 
accessories of this picture—-upon my lady’s crispy ringlets and 
the heavy folds of her crimson velvet dress. 

The two young men looked at the paintings on the walls first, 
leaving this unfinished portrait for a bonne bouche. 

By this time it was dark, the candle carried by Robert only 
making a bright nucleus of light as he moved about holding it 
before the pictures one by one. The broad bare window looked 
out upon the pale sky, tinged with the last cold flicker of twie 
lignt. The ivy rustled against the glass with the same ominous 
shiver as that which agitated every leaf in the garden, prophetie 
of the storm that was to come. 

“There are our friend’s eternal white horses,” said Robert, 
stopping before a Wouvermans. “Nicholas Poussin—Salvatos 
—ha—hum! Now for the portrait !” 
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He paused with his hand on the baize, and solemnly addressed 
his friend 

“George Talboys,” he said, “we have between us only ona 
wax candle, a very inadequate light with which to look ata 
ainting. Let me, therefore, request that you will suffer us to 
ook at it one at a time: if there is one thing more disagreeable 
than another, it is to have a person dodging behind your back 

and peerirg over your shoulder, when you’re trying to see what 
a picture’s made of.” 

George fell back immediately. He took no more interest in 
my lady’s picture than in all the other weariness of this trouble- 
some world. . He fell back, and leaning his forehead against the 
window-panes, looked out at the night. 

When he turned round he saw that Robert had arranged the 
easel very conveniently, and that he had seated himself on a 
chair before it for the purpose of contemplating the painting at 
his 'eisure. 

He rose as George turned round, 

“Now, then, for your turn, Talboys,” he said. “It’s an 
extraordinary picture.” 

He took George’s place at the window, and George seated 
himself in the chair before the easel. 

Yes; the painter must have been a pre-Raphaelite. No one 
but a pre-Raphaelite would have painted, hair by hair, those 
feathery masses of ringlets, with every glimmer of gold and 
every shadow of pale brown. No one but a pre-Raphaelite 
would have so exaggerated every attribute of that delicate face 
as to give a lurid brightness to the blonde complexion, and a 

strange, sinister light to the deep blue eyes. No one but a pre- 
Raphaelite could have given to that pretty pouting mouth 
pe hard and almost wicked look it had in the portrait. 

_ It was so like, and yet so unlike; it was as if you had burned 
strange-coloured fires before my lady’s face, and by their in- 
fluence brought out new lines and new expressions never seen 
in it before. The perfection of feature, the brilliancy of colour- 
ing, were there; but it seemed as if the painter had copied 
quaint mediæval monstrosities until his brain had grown be- 
wildered, for my lady, in his portrait of her, had the aspect of a 
beautiful fiend. 

Her crimson dress, exaggerated like all the rest in this 
strange picture, hung about her in folds that looked like flames, 
her fair head peeping out of the lurid mass of colour, as if out 
of a raging furnace. Indeed, the crimson dress, the sunshine on 
the face, the red gold gleaming in the yellow hair, the ripe scar. 

let of the pouting lips, the glowing colours of each accessory o 
the minutely-painted background, all combined to render the 
first effect of the painting by mo means an agreeable one. 
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But, strange as the picture was, it could not have made any 
Breat impression on George Talboys, for he sat before it for 
about a quarter of an hour without uttering a word—only 
Btaring blankly at the painted canvas, with the candlestick 
8tasped in his strong right hand, and his left arm hanging 
loosely by his side. He sat so long in this attitude, that Rovert 
turned round at last. 

“ Why, George, I thought you had gone to sleep!” 

“T had almost.” 

“ You’ve caught a cold from standing in that damp tapestried 
room. Mark my words, George Talboys, you’ve caught a cold; 
you're as hoarse as a raven. But come along” 

Robert Audley took the candle from his friend’s hand, and 
£rept back through the secret passage, followed by George, very 
quiet, but scarcely more quiet than usual. 

They found Alicia in the nursery waiting for them. 

“ Well?” she said, interrogatively. 

“We managed it capitally. But I don’t like the portrait. 
there’s something odd about it.” 

“ There is,” said Alicia; “I’ve a strange fancy on that point; 
I think that sometimes a painter is in a manner inspired, and 
8 able to see, through the normal expression of the face, 
another expression that is equally a part of it, though not to be 
perceived by common eyes. We have never seen my lady look 
as she does in that picture: but I think that she could look 
80.’ 

“Alicia,” said Robert Audley, imploringly, “don’t be 

erman ! ” 

“But, Robert——"” 

“Don’t be German, Alicia, if you love me. The picture is— 
the picture; and my lady is—my lady. That's my way of 
taking things, and I’m not metaphysical; don’t unsettle me.” 

. He repeated this several times with an air of terror perfectly 
sincere: and then, having borrowed an umbrella in case of being 
overtaken by the coming storm, left the Court, leading passive 
George Talboys away with him. The one hand of the stupid 
old clock had skipped to nine by the time they reached the 
archway: but, before they could pass under its shadow, they 
had to step aside to allow a carriage to dash by them. It was a 
fy from the village, but Laly Audley’s fair face peeped out at 


the window. Dark as it was, she could see the two figures of 
the young men black against the dusk. 

“ Who is that ? ” she asked, putting out her head. “Is it the 
gardener ? ” 

“No, my dear aunt,” said Robert, laughing; “it is your most 
dutiful nephew.” ] 

He and George stopped by the archwaw while the fy drew up 
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at the door, and the surprised servants came out to welccnif 
their master and mistress. 
“T think the storm will hold off to-night,” said the baronet, 


looking up at the sky; “but we shall certainly have it to: 


morrow.” 


CHAPTER IX, 
AFTER THE STORM, 


Sir MicHart was mistaken in his prophecy upon the weather. 
The storm did not hold off until next day, but burst with terri- 
ble fury over the village of Audley about half an hour befora 
midnight. 

Robert Audley endured the thunder and lightning with the 
same composure with which he accepted all the other ills of life. 
He lay on a sofa in the sitting-room, ostensibly reading the 
five-days-old Chelmsford paper, and regaling himself occasior 
ally with a few sips from a large tumbler of cold punch. Butt 
the storm had quite a different effect upon George Talboys 
Mr. Audley was startled when he looked at his friend’s white 
face as he sat opposite the open window listening to the thun- 
der, and staring at the black sky, rent every now and then by 
forked streaks of steel-blue lightning. 

“ George,” said Robert, after watching him for some time, 
“are you afraid of the lightning P ” 

“No,” he answered curtly. 

“ But, my dear fellow, some of the most courageous men have 
been afraid of it. It is scarcely to be called a fear: it is consti- 
tutional. I am sure you are afraid.” 

# No, I am not.” 

“But, George, if you could see yourself, with your great 
hollow eyes staring out at the sky as if they were fixed upon a 
ghost. I tell you I know that you are frightened.” 

“ And I tell you that I am not.” 

“ George Talboys, you are not only afraid of the lightning, 
gat you are savage with yourself for being afraid, and with mg 

or telling you of your fear.” 

“Robert Audley, if you say another word to me I shall knock 
you down,” cried George; having said which he strode out of 
the room, banging the door after him with a violence that shook 
the house. Those inky clouds which had shut in the sultry 
earth as if with a roof of hot iron, poured out their blackness in 
a sudden deluge as George left the room; but if the young mar 
was afraid of the lightning, he certainly was not raid of the 
rain; for he walked straight down stairs to the inn door, and 
went out upon the wet high road. He walked up and down, up 




















After the Storm. 61 


and down, in the soaking shower for about twenty minutes, and 
then, re-entering the inn, went to his bedroom. 

Robert Audley met him on the landing, with his hair beaten 
about his white face, and his garments dripping wet. 

“ Are you going to bed, George P” 

“Yes.” 


“ But you have no candle!” 

“T don’t want one.” 

“But look at your clothes, man! Do you see the wet 
streaming down your coat-sleevesP What on earth made you 
go out upon such a night? ” 

“T am tired and want to go to bed—don’t bother me.” 

“ You'll take some hot brandy-and-water, George?” 

Robert Audley stood in his friend’s way as he spoke, 
anxious to prevent his going to bed in the state he was in; 
but George pushed him fiercely aside, and striding past him, 
ie in the same hoarse voice Robert had noticed at the 

ourt,— 

“Tet me alone, Robert Audley, and keep clear of me if you 
can.” 

Robert followed George to his bedroom, but the young man 
shut the door in his friend’s face; so there was nothing for it 
but to leave Mr. Talboys to himself, to recover his temper as 
best he might. 

“Ho was irritated at my noticing his fear of the lightning,” 
thought Robert, as he calmly retired to rest, serenely indifferent 
to the thunder, which seemed to shake him in his bed, and the 
nghtning which played fitfully round the cutlery in his open 
dressing-case. 

The storm rolled away from the quiet village of Audley, and 
when Robert awoke the next morning it was to see bright sun- 
ahine, and a peep of cloudless sky between the white curtaina 
of his bedroom window. 

Tt was one of those serene and lovely mornings that some- 
times succeed a storm. The birds sang loud and cheerily, the 
yellow corn uplifted itself in the broad fields, and waved 
proudly after its sharp tussle with the tempest, which had done 
its best to beat down the heavy ears with cruel wind and 
driving rain half the night through. The vine-leaves cluster- 
ing round Roberts window fluttered with a joyous rustling, 
chaking the raindrops in diamond showers from every spray 
and tendril. 

Robert Audley found his friend waiting for him at the 
breakfast-table. 

George was very pale, but deg tranquil—if anything, 
indeed, more cheerful than usual. 

He shook Robert by the wnd with something of that old 
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hearty manner for which he had been distinguished before the 
one affliction of his life overtook and shipwrecked him. 

“Forgive me, Bob,” he said frankly, “for my surly temper | 
of last night. You were quite correct in your assertion; the 
thunder-storm did upset me. It always had the same effect 
upon me in my youth.” 

“Poor old boy! Shall we go up by the express, or shall we 
stop here and dine with my uncle to-night?” asked Robert. 

“To tell the truth, Bob, I would rather do neither. I g 9 
glorious morning. Suppose we stroll about all day, take 
another turn with the rod and line, and go up to town by the 
train that leaves here at 6.15 in the evening P” 

Robert Audley would have assented to a far more disagree. 
able proposition than this, rather than have taken the trouble 
to oppose his friend, so the matter was immediately agreeu 
upon; and after they had finished their breakfast, and ordered | 
a four-o’clock dinner, George Talboys took the fishing-rod | 
across his broad shoulders, and left the house with his friend | 
and companion. 

But if the equable temperament of Mr. Robert Audley had 
been undisturbed by the crackling peals of thunder that shook 
the very foundations of the Sun Inn, it had not been so with 
the more delicate sensibilities of his uncle’s young wife. Lady 
Audley confessed herself terribly afraid of the hghtning. She 
had her bedstead wheeled into a corner of the room; and with 1 
the heavy curtains drawn tightly round her, she lay with her 
face buried in the pillows, shuddering convulsively at every | 
sound of the tempest without. Sir Michael, whose stuut heart | 
had never known a fear, almost trembled for this fragile crea- | 

_ ture, whom it was his happy privilege to protect and defend. 

_ My lady would not consent to undress till nearly three o’clock 
_ in the morning, when the last lingering peal of thunder had 

… died away amongst the distant hills. Until that hour she lay | 

in the silk dress in which she had travelled, huddled amongst | 
the bed-clothes, only looking up now and then with a scared | 
face to ask if the storm was over. | 

Towards four o’clock her husband, who spent the night in | 
watching by her bed-side, saw her drop off into a deep sleep, i, 
from which she did not awake for nearly five hours. 

But she came into the breakfast-room, at half-past nine 
o'clock, singing a little Scotch melody, her cheeks tinged with | 
es delicate à pink as the pale hue of her muslin morning dress. | 
Like the birds and the flowers, she seemed to recover her beauty | 
and joyousness in the morning sunshine. She tripped lightly 
out on to the lawn, gathering a last lingering rosebud here and 
there, and a sprig or two of ~eranium, and returning through 
the dewy grass, warbling long cadences for very happiness of 
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heart, and looking as fresh and radiant as the flowers in her 
hands. The baronet caught her in his strong arms as she came 
in through the open window. 

My pretty one,” he said, “my darling, what happiness te 
se you your own merry self again! Do you know, Lucy, that 
once last night, when you looked out through the dark green 
ed-curtains, with your poor white face, and the purple rims 
round your hollow eyes, I had almost a difficulty to recognize 
my little wife in that ghastly, terrified, agonized-looking crea- 
ture, crying out about the storm. Thank God for the morning 
Sun, which has brought back the rosy cheeks and the bright 
smile! I hope to Heaven, Lucy, I shall never again see you 
look as you did last night !” 

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him, and was then only tall 
®ough to reach his white beard. She told him, laughing, that 
she had always been a silly, frightened creature,—afraid of dogs, 
afraid of cattle, afraid of a thunder-storm, afraid of a rough 
sea. “Afraid of everything and everybody, except my dear, 
noble, handsome husband,” she said. 

She had found the carpet in her dressing-room. disarranged, 
and had inquired into the mystery of the secret passage. She 
chid Miss Alicia, in a playful, laughing way, for her boldness in 
tatroducing two great men into her rooms. 

“ And they had the audacity to look at my picture, Alicia,”’ 
she said, with mock indignation. “I found the baize thrown 
on the ground, and a great man’s glove on the carpet. Look!” 

She held up a thick driving-glove as she spoke. It was 
George’s, which he had dropped while looking at the picture. 

“T shall go up to the Sun, and ask those boys to dinner,” 


Sir Michael said, as he left the Court upon his morning walk 


round his farm. 
Lady Audley flitted from room to room in the bright 


September sunshine—now sitting down to the piano to trill out — 


‘ballad, or the first page of an Italian bravura, or running 


vith rapid fingers through a brilliant waltz—now hovering 
about a stand of hothouse flowers, doing amateur gardeniny 
vith a pair of fairy-like silyer-mounted embroidery scissors— 
iow strolling into her dressing-room to talk to Phoebe Marke 
and to have ee curls re-arranged for the third or fourth time : 
for the ringlets were always getting into disorder, and gave no 
ättle trouble to Lady Audley’s maid. 

My lady seemed, on this particular September day, restless 
from very joyousness of spirit, and unable to stay long in one 
place, or occupy herself with one thing. 

While Lady Audley amused herself in her own frivolouf 
fashion, the two young men strolled slowly along the margin 
of o atreom until they reached a shady corner, where the water 
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was deep and still, and the long branches of the willows trailed 
into the brook. 

George T'alboys took the fishing-rod, while Robert stretched 
himself at full length on a railway rug, and balancing his hat 
upon his nose as a screen from the sunshine, fell fast asleep. 

Those were happy fish in the stream on the banks of whict 
Mr. Talboys was seated. They might have amused themsel\ s 
to their heart’s content with timid nibbles at this gentleman's 
bait, without in any manner endangering their safety; for 
George only stared vacantly at the water, holding his rod in a 
loose, listless hand, and with a strange far-away look in hia 
eyes. As the church clock struck two he threw down his rod, 
and striding away along the bank, left Robert Audley to enjoy 
anap, which, according to that gentleman’s habits, was by no 
means unlikely to last for two or three hours. About a quarter 
of a mile farther on George crossed a rustic bridge, and struck 
into the meadows which led to Audley Court. 

The birds had sung so much all the morning that they had, 
perhaps, by this time grown tired; the lazy cattle were asleep 
in the meadows; Sir Michael was still away on his morning’s 
ramble; Miss Alicia had scampered off an hour before upon 
her chestnut mare; the servants were all at dinner in the back 
part of the house; and my lady had strolled, book in hand, into 
the shadowy lime-walk. So the grey old building had never 
worn a more peaceful aspect than on that bright afternoon 
on which George Talboys walked across the lawn to ring a 
sonorous peal at the sturdy, iron-bound, oak door. 

The servant who answered his summons told him that Sir 
Michael was out, and that my lady was walking in the lime- 
tree avenue. 

He looked a little disappointed at this intelligence, and 
muttering pue about wishing to see my lady, or going to 
look for my lady (the servant did not clearly distinguish his 
words), strode away from the door without leaving either card 
or message for the family. 

It was full an hour and a half after this when Lady Audley 
returned to the house, not coming from the lime-walk, but fror 
exactly the opposite direction, carrying her open book in her 
hand, and singing as she came. Alicia had just dismounted 


- from her mare, and stood in the low-arched doorway, with her 


great Newfoundland dog by her side. 

The dog, which had never liked my lady, showed his teeth 
with a suppressed growl. 

“ Send that horrid animal away, Alicia,” Lady Audley said, 
impatiently. “The brute knows that I am afraid of him, and 
takes advantage of my terror. And yet they call the creatures 
generous and noble-natured! Bah! Cmsar; T hate you, and 
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you hate me; end if you met me in the dark in some narrow 
vee you would fly at my throat and strangle me, wouldn’t 

U 

My lady, safely sheltered behind her step-daughter, shook her 
yellow curls at the angry animal, and defied him maliciously. 

“Do you know, Lady Audley, that Mr. Talboys, the young 
widower, has been here asking for Sir Michael and for you ? ” 

Lucy Audley lifted her pencilled eyebrows. “I thought he 
Was coming to dinner,” she said. “ Surely, we shall have enough 
of him then.” 

She had a heap of wild autumn flowers in the skirt of her 
muslin dress, She had come through the fields at the back of 
the Court, gathering the hedge-row blossoms in her way. She 
ran lightly up the broad staircase to her own rooms. George’s 
glove lay on her boudoir table. Lady Audley rang the bell 
violently , and it was answered by Phœbe Marks. “Take that 

tter away!” she said sharply. The girl collected the glove and 
a few withered flowers and torn papers lying on the table into 
er apron. 

“What have you been doing all this morning?” asked my 
lady. “Not wasting your time, I hope?” 

“No, my lady, I have been altering the blue dress. It is 
rather dark on this side of the house, so I took it up to my own 
room, and worked at the window.” 

the girl was leaving the room as she spoke, but she turned 
Ase and looked at Lady Audley, as if waiting for further 
Orders, 

Lucy looked up at the same moment, and the eyes of the two 
women met. 

For a few seconds they stood quite still, looking at each other 
earnestly. 
ee Phobe Marks,” said my lady, presently throwing herself 
Into an easy chair, and triflig with the wild flowers in her lap, 
“you are a good industrious girl, and while I live and am 
prosperous, you shall never want a firm friend or a twenty- 
pound note.’ 





OHAPTER X 
MISSING. 


Whew Robert Audley awoke he was surprised to see the fishing- 

rod lying on the bank, the line trailing idly in the water, and 

the float bobbing harmlessly up and down in the afternoon 

sunshine. The young barrister was a long time stretching his 

ams and legs in various directions to convince himself, by means 
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of such exercise, that he still retained the proper use of those 
_ members. Then, with a mighty effort, he contrived to rise from 
_ the grass, and having deliberately folded his railway rug into a 
_ convenient shape for carrying over his shoulder, he strolled away 
to look for George Talboys. 

Once or twice he gave a drowsy shout, scarcely loud enough 
to scare the birds in the branches above his head, or the trout in 
the stream at his feet; but receiving no answer, grew tired of the 
exertion, and dawdled on, yawning as he went, and still looking 
for George Talboys. 

By-and-by he took out his watch, and was surprised to fing 
that it was a quarter past four. 

“Why, the selfish beggar must have gone home to his 
dinner!” he muttered, reflectively; “and yet that isn’t muck 
like him, for he seldom remembers his dinner hour unless I jog 
his memory.” 

Even a good appetite, and the knowledge that his dinner would 
very likely suffer by this delay, could not quicken Mr. Robert 
Audley’s constitutional dawdle, and by the time he strolled in 
at the front door of the Sun the clocks were striking five. He 
80 fully expected to find George Talboys waiting for him 
in the little sitting-room, that the absence of that gentleman 
seemed to give the apartment a dreary look, and Robert groaned 


aloud. 
“This is lively!” he said. “A cold dinner, and nobody ta 
eat it with ! ” 


The landlord of the Sun came himself to apologize for hia 
ruined dishes. 

“T’ve as fine a pair of ducks to follow, Mr. Audley, as ever 
you clapped eyes on, but burnt up to a cinder, along of being 
kep’ hot,” said the host, as he placed the fish upon the table. 

“ Never mind the ducks,” Robert said, impatiently ; “where’g 
Mr. Talboys ? ” 

“ He ain’t been in, sir, since you went out together this 
morning.” 

de at!” cried Robert. “ Why, in Heaven’s name, what has 
the man done with himself? ” 

a _He walked to the window, and looked out upon the broad 
_. white high road. There was a waggon laden with trusses of 
; * hay crawling slowly past, the lazy horses and the lazy waggoner 
dropping their heads with a weary stoop under the afternoon 
sunshine. There was a flock of sheep straggling about the 
Wi road, with a dog running himself into a fever in the endeavour 
to keep them decently together. ‘There were some bricklayers 

just released from work—a tinker mending some kettles by the 
road-side; there was a dog-cart dashing down the road, carrying 

the master of the Audley hounds to his seven-o’clock dinner ; 
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there were a dozen common village sights and sounds that mixed 
themselves up into a cheerful bustle and confusion ; but there, | 
| was no George Talboys. ian 

“ Of all the extraordinary things that ever happened to me in 
the whole course of my life,” said Mr. Robert Audley, “ this is 
the most miraculous !” 

The landlord, still in attendance, opened his eyes as Robert 
made this remark. What could there be so extraordinary in the 
simple fact of a gentleman being late for his dinner P 

“T shall go and look for him,” said Robert, snatching up his 
hat and walking straight out of the house. 

But the question was where to look for him. He certainl 
was not by the trout-stream, so it was no good going pack 
there in search of him. Robert was standing before the inn, 
leliberating on what was best to be done, when the landlorà 
came out after him. 

“TI forgot to tell you, Mr. Audley, as how your uncle called 
here five minutes after you was gone, and left a message asking 
you and the other gentleman to go down to dinner at the 

ourt.” 

“Then I shouldn’t wonder,” said Robert, “if George Talboys 
has gone down to the Court to call upon my uncle. It isn’t 
like him, but it’s just possible that he has done Tie 

Tt was six o’clock when Robert knocked at the door of his 
| uncle’s house. He did not ask to see any of the family, but 

inquired at once for his friend. 

Yes, the servant told him; Mr. Talboys had been there at 

| two o’clock, or a little after. 

| « And not since P ” 

| “No, not since.” 

| Was the man sure that it was ut two Mr. Talboys called? 
Robert asked. 

Yes, perfectly sure. He remembered the hour because it 
was the servants’ dinner hour, and he had left the table to open 

À the door to Mr. Talboys. 

“Why, what can have become of the man?” thought Robert, 
as he turned his back upon the Court. “From two till six 
four good hours—and no signs of him! i ae 

If any one had ventured to tell Mr. Robert Audley that he ~ 
could possibly feel a strong affection for any creature breathing, — 
that cynical gentleman would have elevated his eyebrows 1m 

+ supreme contempt at the preposterous notion. Yet nere n8 
was, flurried and anxious, bewildering his brain by all manner 
of conjectures about his missing friend, and, false to every 
attribute of his nature, walking fast. 

| #T haven’t walked fast since I was at Eton,” he murmured, 

Li aa he hurried across one of Sir Michael’s meadows in the dire 
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tion of the village; “and the worst of it is that I haven’t th 
ost remote idea where I am going.” 

- He crossed another meadow, and then seating himself upon 
_ © stile, rested his elbows upon his knees, buried his face in hia 

‘nds, and set himself seriously to think the matter out. 

" have it!” he said, after a few minutes’ thought; “the 

ay station!” He sprang over the stile, and started off ir 
the direction of the little red brick building. 

There was no train expected for another half hour, and the 
clerk was taking his tea in an apartment on one side of the 
office, on the door of which was inscribed, in large white letters, 
“ Private.” 

But Mr. Audley was too much occupied with the one idea of 
looking for his friend to pay any attention to this warning, 
He strode at once to the door, and rattling his cane against it, 
brought the clerk out of his sanctum with his face flushed by the 
i pi of hot tea, and with his mouth full of bread and 
utter. 

“ Do you remember the gentleman that came down to Audley 
with me, Smithers ? ” asked Robert. 

“ Well, to tell you the real truth, Mr. Audley, I can’t say 1 
do. You came by the 4.15, if you remember, and there’s always 
8 many by that train.” 

“ You don’t remember him, then P ” 

“ Not to my knowledge, sir.” 

“That's provoking! I want to know, Smithers, whether he 
has taken a ticket for London since two o’clock to-day. He’s 
a tall, broad-chested young fellow, with a big brown beard, 
You couldn’t well mistake him.” 

“There was four or five gentlemen as took tickets for the 
3.30 up,” said the clerk rather vaguely, casting an anxious 
glance over his shoulder at his wife, who looked by no means 
pleased at this interruption to the harmony of the tea-table. 

“ Four or five gentlemen! But did either of them answer to 

g the description of my friend P ” 

| *. ‘ “Well, I think one of them had a beard, sir.” 

es * A dark brown beard P ” 

j “Well, I don’t know but what it was brownish like.” 

_: “Was he dressed in grey ? ” 
“I believe it was grey: a many gents wears grey. He asked 
- for the ticket sharp and short like, and when he’d got it, walked 

straight out on to the platform whistling.” 

“That's George!” said Robert. “Thank you, Smithers: I 
needn’t trouble you any more. It’s as clear as daylight,” he 
muttered, as he iott the station, “he has got one of his gloomy 
Sts on him, and has gone back to London without saying a 
word about it 7" leave Audley myself to-morrow morning; 
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and for to-night—why, I may as well go down to the Cou , 
and make the acquaintance of my uncle’s young wife. They 
don’t dine till seven: if I hurry back to the inn I shall be in 
time to change my dress and get to the Court by seven 
Bob—otherwise Robert Audley, this sort of thing will neve 
do: you are falling over head and ears in love with your aunt. 


CHAPTER XT. 
THE MARK UPON MY LADY’S WAIST. 


Rosrrt found Sir Michael and Lady Audley in the drawing 
room. My lady was sitting on a music-stool before the grand 
plano, turning over the leaves of some new music. She twirled 
round upon this revolving seat, making a rustling with her silk 
flounces, as Mr. Robert Audley’s name was announced; then, 
leaving the piano, she made her nephew a pretty mock cere- 
monious curtsey. “Thank you so much for the sables,” she 
said, holding out her little fingers, all glittering and twinkling 
with the diamonds she wore upon them; “thank you for those 
beautiful sables. How good it was of you to get them for me.” 

Robert had almost forgotten the commission he had executed 
for Lady Audley during his Russian expedition. His mind 
was so full of George Talboys that he only acknowledged my 
lady’s gratitude by a bow. 

“Would you believe it, Sir Michael?” he said. “That 
foolish chum of mine has gone back to London, leaving me in 
the lurch.” 

“Mr. George Talboys has returned to town!” exclaimed my 
lady, lifting her eyebrows. 

“What a dreadful catastrophe!” said Alicia maliciously, 
“since Pythias, in the person of Mr. Robert Audley, cannot 
exist for half an hour without Damon, commonly known as 
George Talboys.” 

“He’s a very good fellow,” Robert said, stoutly; “and to 
tell the honest truth, I’m rather uneasy about him.” 

Uneasy abouthim! My lady was quite anxious to know why 

bert was uneasy about his friend. 

. “Pll tell you why, Lady Audley,” answered the young bar- 
rister. “Gocorge had a bitter blow a year ago in the death of 
his wife. He has never got over that trouble. He takes life 
pretty quietly—almost as quietly as I do—but he often talks 
very strangely, and I somctimes think that one day this grief 
will get the better of him, and he’ll do something rash.” 

. Mr. Robert Audley spoke vaguely; but all three of hia 
usteners knew that + something rash to which he alluded wre 
that one deed for which the e is no repentance. 
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There was a brief pause, during which Lady Audley arrangeu 
her yellow ringlets by the aid of the glass over the corsole table 
opposite to her. 

“Dear me!” she said, “ this is very strange. I did not think 
men were capable of these deep and lasting affections. I 
thought that one pretty face was as good as another prett 
face to them, and that when number one with blue eyes and fair 
hair died, they had only to look out for number two with black 
eyes and hair, by way of variety.” 

“George Talboys is not one of those men. I firmly believo 
that his wife’s death broke his heart.” 

“How sad!” murmured Lady Audley. “It seems almost 
cruel of Mrs. Talboys to die, and grieve her poor husband so 
much. 

“ Alicia was right; she is childish,” thought Robert, as he | 
looked at his aunt’s pretty face. | 

My lady was very charming at the dinner-table; she pro- 
fessed the most bewitching incapacity for carving the pheasants 
set before her, and called Robert to her assistance. 

“TI could carve a leg of mutton at Mr. Dawson’s,” she said, 
laughing; “but a leg of mutton is so easy; and then I used to 
stand up.” 

Sir Michael watched the impression my lady made upon his 
nephew with a proud delight in her beauty and fascination. 

“T am so glad to see my poor little woman in her usual good 
spirits once more,” he said. “She was very down-hearted yes 
terday at a disappointment she met with in London.” 

“ A disappointment !” 

“Yes, Mr. Audley, a very cruel one,” answered my tady. 
“T received the other morning a telegraphic message from my 
dear old friend and schoolmistress, telling me that she was 
dying, and that if I wanted to see her again I must hasten to 
her immediately. The telegraphic despatch contained no ad- 

_ dress, and ot course, from that very circumstance, I imagined 
that she must be living in the house in which I left her three 
years ago. Sir Michael and I hurried up to town immediately, 

_and drove straight to the old address. The house was occupied 
by strange people, who could give me no tidings of my friend. 

It is in a retired place, where there are a very few tradespeople 

about. Sir Michael made inquiries at the few shops there are, 
but, after taking an immense deal of trouble, could discover 
nothing whatever likely to lead to the information we wanted. 

Ï have no friends in London, end had therefore no one to assist 

me except my dear, generous husband, who did all in his power, 
but in vain,-to find my friend’s new residence.” 

“Tt was very foolish not to send the address in the telegraphia 
message,” said Robert. 














The Mark upon my Lady’s Wrist. 71 


“ When people are dying it is not so easy to think of all these 
things,” murmured my lady, looking reproachfully at Mr 
Audley with her soft blue eyes. 

In spite of Lady Audley’s fascination, and in spite of Robert's 
very unqualified admiration of her, the barrister could not over- 
come a vague feeling of uneasiness on this quiet September 
evening. 

As he sat in the deep embrasure of a mullioned window, talk- 
ing to my lady, his mind wandered away to shady Fig-tree 
Court, and he thought of poor George Talboys smoking his 
solitary cigar in the room with the dogs and the canaries. “I 
wish I’d never felt any friendliness for the fellow,” he thought. 
“TJ feel like the father of an only son whose life has gone wrong 
with him. I wish to Heaven I could give him back his wife, 
and send him down to Ventnor to finish his days in peace.” 

Still my lady’s pretty musical prattle ran on as merrily and 
continuously as the babble of some brook; and still Roberts 
thoughts wandered, in spite of himself, to George Talboys. 

He thought of him hurrying down to Southampton by the 
mail train to see his boy. He thought of him as he had often 
seen him, spelling over the shipping advertisements in the 
Times, looking for a vessel to take him back to Australia. Once 
he thought of him with a shudder, lying cold and stiff at the 
bottom of some shallow stream, with his dead face turned 
towards the darkening sky. 

Lady Audley noticed his abstraction, and asked him what he 
was thinking of. 

“ George 'lalboys,” he answered, abruptly. 

She gave a little nervous shudder. 

“Upon my word,” she said, “you make me quite uncomfort- 
able by the way in which you talk of Mr. Talboys. One would 
think that something extraordinary had happened to him.” 

“God forbid! But I cannot help feeling uneasy about him.” 

Later in the evening Sir Michael asked for some music, and 
my lady went to the piano. Robert Audley strolled after her 
to the instrument to turn over the leaves of her music; but 
she played from memory, and he was spared the trouble his 
gallantry would have imposed upon him. 

He carried a pair of lighted candles to the piano, and 
arranged them conveniently for the pretty musician. She 
struck a few chords, and then wandered into a pensive sonata of 
Beethoven’s. It was one of the many paradoxes in her charac- 
ter, that love of sombre and melancholy melodies, so opposite to 
her gay, frivolous nature. 

Robert Audley lingered by her side, and as he had no ovcu- 

ation in turning over the leaves of her music, he amused 
imself by watching her jewelled white hands gliding softly . 
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over the keys, with the lace sleeves dropping away from her 
graceful arched wrists. He looked at her pretty fingers one by 
one; this one glittering with a ruby heart; that encoiled by au 
emerald serpent; and about them all a starry glitter ot 
diamonds. From the fingers his eyes wandered to the rounded 
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_ wrists: the broad, flat, gold bracelet upon her right wrist 


dropped cver her hand, as she executed a rapid passage. She 
stopped abruptly to rearrange it; but before she could do go, 
Robert Audley noticed a bruise upon her delicate skin. 

“ You have hurt your arm, Lady Audley,” he exclaimed. 

She hastily replaced the bracelet. 

“Tt is nothing,” she said. “I am unfortunate in having a 
skin which the slightest touch bruises.” 

She went on playing, but Sir Michael came across the room 
to look into the matter of the bruise upon his wife’s pretty wrist. 
“ What is it, Lucy P” he asked; “and how did it happen ?” 

“ How foolish you all are to trouble yourselves about any- 
thing so absurd!” said Lady Audley, laughing. “I am rather 
absent in mind, and amused myself a few days ago by tying a 
piece of ribbon round my arm so tightly, that it left a bruise 
when I removed it.” 

“Hum!” thought Robert. “My lady tells little childish 
white lies; the bruise is of a more recent date than a few days 
ago; the skin has only just begun to change colour.” 

Sir Michael took the slender wrist in his strong hand. 

“ Hold the candles, Robert,” he said, “ and let us look at this 
poor little arm.” 

It was not one bruise, but four slender, purple marks, such as 
might have been made by the four fingers of a powerful hand 
that had grasped the delicate wrist a shade too roughly. A 
narrow ribbon, bound tightly. might have left some such marks, 
it is true, and my lady protested once more that, to the best of 
her recollection, that must have been how they were made. 

Across one of the faint purple marks there was a darker 
tinge, as if a ring worn on one of those strong and cruel fingers 

been ground into the tende~ flesh. 

“T am sure my lady must tll white lies,” thought Robert, 
“for I can’t believe the story of the ribbon.” 

He wished his relations good night and good-bye at about half- 
past ten o’clock; he said that he should run up to London next 
morning by the first train tc look for George, in Fig-tree Court. 

“If I don’t find him there, I shall go to Southampton,” he 
said; “and if I don’t find him there——” 

“ What then P” asked my lady. 

“T shall think that something strange has happened.” 

Robert Audley felt very low-spirited as he walked slowly home 
between the shadowy meadows: more low-spirited still when he 
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re-entered the sitting-room at the Sun Inn, where he and George 
had lounged together, staring out of the window, and smoking 
their cigars. 

“To think,” he said, meditatively, “that it is possible to care 
so much for a fellow! But come what may, Pll go up to town 
after him the first thing to-morrow morning, and sooner than 
‘ye baulked in finding him, I'll go to the very end of the world.” 

With Mr. Robert Audley’s lymphatic nature, determination 
was so much the exception, rather than the rule, that when he 
did for once in his life resolve upon any course of action, he kad 
‘ a certain dogged resolution that pushed him on to the fulfilment 
of his purpose. 

The lazy bent of his mind, which prevented him from 
thinking of half a dozen things at a time, and not thinking 
thoroughly of any one of them, as is the manner of your more 
energetic people, made him remarkably clear-sighted upon any 

oint to which he gave his serious attention. 

Indeed, after all, though his legal friends laughed at him, and 
rising barristers shrugged their shoulders under rustling silk 
gowns when people spoke of Robert Audley, I doubt if, had he 
ever taken the trouble to get a brief, he might not have rather 
surprised the magnates who underrated his abiliti~s, 





CHAPTER XII. 
STILL MISSING. 


Tue September sunlight sparkled upon te fountain in the 
Temple Gardens, when Robert Audley returned to Fig-tree 
Court early the following morning. : 

He found the canaries singing in the pretty little room in 
which George had slept, but the apartment was in the same 
prim order in which the laundress had arranged it after the 
departure of the two young men—not a chair displaced, or sc 
much as the lid of a cigar-box lifted, to bespeak the presence of 
George Talboys. With a last lingering hope he searched upon 
the mantel-pieces and tables of his rooms, on the chance of 
finding some letter left by George. 

“ He may have slept here last night, and started for South- 
ampton early this morning,” he thought. “Mrs. Maloney has 
been here, very likely, to make everything tidy after him.” 

But as he sat looking lazily round the room, now and then 
whistling to his delighted canaries, a slip-shod foot upon the 
staircase without bespoke the advent of that very Mrs. Maloney 
who waited upon the two young men. 

No, Mr. l'alboys had not come home; she had looked in as 
early as six o’clock that morning, and found the chambers empty. 
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Had anything happened to the poor dear gentleman? she 
asked, seeing Robert Audley’s pale face. 

He turned round upon her quite savagely at this question. 

Happened to him! What should happen to himP They 
had only parted at two o’clock the day before. 

Mrs. Maloney would have related to him the history of a 
poor dear young engine-driver, who had once lodged with her, 
and who went out, after eating a hearty dinner, in the best ot 
spirits, to meet with his death from the concussion of an express 
and a luggage train; but Robert put on his hat again, and walked 
straight out of the house before the honest Trishwoman could 
begin her pitiful story. 

It was growing dusk when he reached Southampton. Ha 
found his way to the poor little terrace of houses, in a dull 
street leading down to the water, where George’s father-in-law 
lived. Little Georgey was playing at the open parlour window 
as the young man walked down the street. 

Perhaps it was this fact, and the dull and silent aspect of the 
house, which filled Robert Audley’s mind with a vague con- 
viction that the man he came to look for was not there. The 
old man himself opened the door, and the child peeped out of 
the parlour to look at the strange gentleman. 

e was a handsome boy, with his father’s brown eyes and 
dark waving hair, and yet with some latent expression which 
was not his father’s, and which pervaded his whole face, so that 
although every feature of the child resembled the same feature 
in George Talboys, the boy was not actually like him. 

The old man was delighted to see Robert Audley; he remem- 
bered having had the pleasure of meeting him at Ventnor, on 
the meiancholy occasion af —— He wiped his watery old eyes 
by way of conclusion to the sentence. Would Mr. Andley 
walk in? Robert strode into the little parlour. The furniture 
was shabby and dingy, and the place reeked with the smell of 
stale tobacco and brandy-and-water. The boy’s broken play- 
things and the old man’s broken clay pipes, and torn, brandy- 
and-water stained newspapers, were scattered upon the dirty 
sarpet. Little Georgey crept towards the visitor, watching him 
furtively out of his big brown eyes. Robert took the boy o 
lus knee, and gave him his watch-chain to play with while 
talked to the old man. 

“ I need scarcely ask the question that I came to ask,” 
+0 “I was in hopes I should have found your son-in-la 

ere.” 

“What! you knew that he was coming to Southampton P” 

“ Knew that he was coming!” cried Robert, brightening up 
* He zs here, then P” 

“No, he is not here now, but he has been here.” 
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“ When P” . 

“ Late last night; he came by the mail.” 

“ And left again immediately P” 

“He stayed little better than an hour.” 

“ Good heavens!” said Robert, “what useless anxiety that 
man has given me! What can be the meaning of all this?” 

“You knew nothing of his intention, then P” 

“Of what intention P” 

“T mean of his determination to go to Australia.” 

“T knew tha: it was always in his mind more or less, but nct 
more just now than usual.” 

“He sails to-night from Liverpool. He came here at one 
o’clock this morning to have a look at the boy, he said, before 
he left England, perhaps never to return. He told me he was 
sick of the world, and that the rough life out there was the 
only thing to suit him. He stayed an hour, kissed the boy, 
without awaking him, and left Southampton by the mail that 
starts at a quarter past two.” 

“ What can be the meaning of all this?” said Robert. “ What 
could be his motive for leaving England in this manner, without 
a word to me, his most intimate friend—without even a change 
of clothes; for he has left everything at my chambers? It 1s 
the most extraordinary proceeding !” 

The old man looked very grave. “ Do you know, Mr. Audley,” 
he said, tapping his forehead significantly, “I sometimes fancy 
that Helen’s death had a strange effect upon poor George.” 

“ Pshaw !” cried Robert, contemptuously; “he felt the blow 
most cruelly, but his brain was as sound as yours or mine.” 

“Perhaps he will write to you from Liverpool,” said George’s 
father-in-law. He seemed anxious to smooth over any indig- 
nation that Robert might feel about his friend’s conduct. 

“He ought to write to me,” said Robert gravely, “ for we've 
been good friends from the days when we were together at 
Eton. It isn’t kind of George Talboys to treat me like this.” 

But even at the moment that he uttered the reproach a 
strange thrill of remorse shot through his heart. 

“Tf isn’t like him,” he said; “it isn’t like George Talboys.” 

Little Georgey camght at the sound. “That's my name,” he 

aid, “and my papa’s name—the big gentleman’s name.” 

“Yes, little ee and your papa came last night and 
kissed you in your sleep. Do you remember ?” 

“No,” said the boy, shaking his curly little head. 

“You must have been very fast asleep, little Georgey, not te 
gee poor papa.” 

The child did not answer; but presently, fixing his eyes upon 
Robert's face, he said abruptly,— 

“ Where’s the pretty lady ?” 
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“What pretty lady ?” 

“The pretty lady that used to come a long while ago.” 

“He means his poor mamma,” said the old man. 

“No,” cried the boy, resolutely, “not mamma. Mamma waa 
always crying. I didnt like mamma——” ; 

“ Hush, little Georgey !”? 

“But I didn’t, and she didn’t like me. She was always crying. 
[ mean the pretty lady; the lady that was dressed so fine, and 
that gave me my gold watch.” 

“ He means ie wife of my old captain—an excellent creature, 
who took a great fancy to Georgey, and gave him some hand- 
some presents.” 

“ Where’s my gold watchP Let me show the gentleman my 
vold watch,” cried Georgey. 

“ It's gone to be weaned: Georgey,” answered his grandfather. 

“Tt’s always going to be cleaned,” said the boy. 

“The watch is perfectly safe, I assure you, Mr. Audley,” 
murmured the old man, apologetically; and taking out a pawn- 
broker’s duplicate, he handed it to Robert. 

It was made out in the name of Captain Mortimer: “ Watch, 
set with diamonds, £11.” 

“I’m often hard pressed for a few shillings, Mr. Audley,” 
said the old man. “My son-in-law has been very liberal to me; 
but there are others, there are others, Mr. Audley—and—ane + 
T’ve not been treated well.” He wiped away some genuine tears 
as he said this in a pitiful voice. “Come, Georgey, it’s time the 
brave little man was in bed. Come along with grandpapa. 
Excuse me for a quarter of an hour, Mr. Audley.” 

The boy went very willingly. At the door of the room the old 
man looked back at his visitor, and said, in the same peevish 
voice, “This is a poor place for me to pass my declining years 
in, Mr. Audley. I’ve made many sacrifices, and I make them 
still, but I’ve not been treated well.” 

Left alone in the dusky’ little sitting-room, Robert Audley 
folded his arms, and sat absently staring at the floor. 

George was gone, then. He might receive some letter of ex- 
planation, perhaps, when he returned to London; but the 
chances were that he would never see his old friend again. 

“And to think that I should care so much for the fellow!” he 
said, lifting his eyebrows to the centre of his forehead. 

“The place smells of stale tobacco like a tap-room,” be 
muttered presently; “there can be no harm in my smoking a 
cigar here.” 

He took one from the case in his pocket; there was a spark 
of fire in the little grate, and Robert Audley looked about for 
something to light his cigar with. 

A twisted piece of paper lay half burnt upon the hearth- 
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rug: he picked it up, and unfolded it, in order to get a better 


pipe-light by folding it the other way of the paper. As he did 
80, absently glancing at the writing upon the fragment of thin 
paper, a portion of a name caught his eye—a portior. of the 
name that was most in his thoughts. He took the scrap of 
paper to the window, and examined it by the declining light. 

It was part of a telegraphic despatch. The upper portion had 
been burnt away, but the more important part, the greater part 
of the message itself, remained. 

alboys came to last night, and left 
by the mail ror London, on his way for Liverpool, whence he 
28 to sail for Sydney. 

The date and the name and address of the sender of the 
message had been burnt with the heading. Robert Audley’s 
face blanched to a deathly whiteness. He carefull y folded the 
ae of paper, and placed it between the leaves of his pocket- 

ok. 

“My God!” he said, “what is the meaning of his? I 
shall go to Liverpool to-night, and make inquiries there.” 





CHAPTER XIII. 
TROUBLED DREAMS. 


Rosrert Avp.ery left Southampton by the mail, and let himself 
into his chambers just as the dawn was creeping cold and grey 
into the sol tary rooms, and the canaries were beginning to 
rustle their feathers feebly in the early morning. 

There were several letters in the box behind the door, but 
there was none from George Talboys. 

The young barrister was worn out by a long day spent in 
hurrying trom place to place. The usual la#y monotony of his 
life had been broken as it had never been broken before in eight- 
and-twenty tranquil easy-going years. His mind was beginning 
to grow confused upon the point of time. It seemed to him 
months since he had lost sight of George Talboys. It was so 
difficult to believe that it was less than forty-eight hours ago 
that the young man had left him asleep under the willows by 
the trout-stream. 

His eyes were painfully weary for want of sleep. He searched 
about the rooms for some time, looking in all sorts of impossible 

laces for a letter from George Talboys, and then threw himself 
essed upon his friend’s bed, in the room with the canaries and 
geraniums. 

“TI shall wait for to-morrow morning’s post,” he said, “and 
if that brings no letter from George, I shall start for Liverpod 
without à moment’s delay.” 
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He was thoroughly exhausted, and fell into a heavy sleep--@ 
sleep which was profound without being altogether refreshing, 
for he was tormented all the time by disagreeable dreams— 
dreams which were painful, not from any horror in themselves, 
but from a vague and wearying sense of their confusion and 
absurdity. 

At one time he was pursuing strange people ard entering 
strange houses in the endeavour to unravel the mystery of the 
telegraphic despatch; at another time he was in the church- 
yard at Ventnor, gazing at the headstone George had ordered 
for the grave of his desd wife. Once in the long rambling 
mystery of these dreams he went to the grave and found this 
headstone gone, and on remonstrating with the stonemason, 
was told that the man had a reason for removing the inscrip- 
tion—a reason that Robert would some day learn. 

He started from his dreams to find there was some one 
knocking at the outer door of his chambers. 

It was a dreary wet morning, the rain beating against the 
windows, and the canaries twittering dismally to each other— 
complaining perhaps of the bad weather. Robert could not tell 
how long the person had been knocking. He had mingled the 
sound with his dreams, and when he woke he was only half 
conscious of outer things. 

“Tt is that stupid Mrs. Maloney, I dare say,” he muttered. 
“She may knock again for all I care. Why can’t she use her 
duplicate key, instead of dragging a man out of bed when he’s 
half dead with fatigue?” 

The person, whoever it was, did knock again, and then de- 
sisted, apparently tired out; but about a minute afterwards a 
key turned in the door. 

“She had her key with her all the time, then,” said Robert, 
& T’m very glad L'didn’t get up.” 

The door between the sitting-room and bedroom was half 
open, and he could see the laundress bustling about, dusting 
the furniture, and re-arranging things that had never been 
Cisarranged. 

“Ts that you, Mrs. Maloney P ” he asked. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Then why, in goodness’ name, did you make that row at 
the door, when you had a key with you all the time? ” 

“ A row at the door, sir!” 

“Yes; that infernal knocking.” 

“Sure I never knocked, Misther Audley, but walked sthraight 
in with the kay ty 

“Then who did knock? There’s been some one kicking up a 
row at that door for a quarter of an hour I should think; you 
must have met him going down stairs.” 
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“But I’m rather late this morning, sir, for I’ve been in Mr, 
Martin’s rooms first, and I’ve come sthraight from the floor 
above.” 

“Then you didn’t see any one at the door or on the stairs? * 

“Not a mortal sowl, sir.” 

“Was ever anything so provoking?” said Robert. “Ta 
think that I should have let this person go away without ascer- 
taining who he was, or what he wanted! How do I know that 
It was not some one with a message or a letter from George 
Talboys P ” 

“Sure, if it was, sir, he’ll come again,” said Mrs. Maloney, 
soothingly. 

“Yes, of course, if it was anything of consequence, he'll 
come again,” muttered Robert. The fact was, that from the 
moment of finding the telegraphic message at Southampton, all 
hope of hearing of George had faded out of his mind. He 
felt that there was some mystery involved in the disappearance 
of his friend—some treachery towards himself or towards 
George Talboys. What if the young man’s greedy old father- 
in-law had tried to separate them on account of the monetary 
trust lodged in Robert Audley’s hands? Or what if, since even 
in these civilized days all kinds of unsuspected horrors are con- 
stantly committed—what if the old man had decoyed George 
down to Southampton, and made away with him in order to get 
possession of that £20,000, left in Robert’s custody for little 
Georgey’s use? 

But neither of these suppositions explained the telegraphic 
Message, and it was the telegraphic message which had filled 
Robert’s mind with a vague sense of alarm. The postman 
brought no letter from George Talboys, and the person who had 
knocked at the door of the chambers did not return between 
seven and nine o’clock, so Robert Audley left Fig-tree Court 
once more in search of his friend. This time he told the cab- 
man to drive to the Euston Station, and in twenty minutes he 
was on the platform, making inquiries about the trains. 

The Liverpool express had started half an hour before. k- 
reached the station, and he had to wait an hour and a quarte. 
for a slow train to take him to his destination. 

Robert Audley chafed cruelly at this delay. Half a dozen 
vessels might sail for Australia while he roamed up and down 
the long platform, tumbling over trucks and porters, and 
ewearing at lis ill-luck. 

He bought the Times newspaper, and looked instinctively at 
the second column, with a morbid interest in the advertisements 
of people missing—sons, brothers, and hushands who had left 
their homes, never to return or to be heard of more. 
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There was one advertisement about a young man who had 
peen found drowned somewhere on the Lambeth shore. 

What if that should have been George’s fate? No! the 
telegraphic message involved his father-in-law in the fact of his 
disappearance, and every speculation about him must start from 
that one point. 

It was eight o’clock in the evening when Robert got into 
Liverpool, too late for anything except to make inquiries as to 
what vessels had sailed within the last two days for the antipodes. 


An emigrant ship had sailed at four o’clock that afternoon— . 


the Victoria Regia, bound for Melbourne. 

The result of his inquiries amounted to this—if he wanted to 
find out who had sailed in the Victoria Regia, he must wait till 
the next morning, and apply for information at the office be- 
longing to the owners of that vessel. 

Robert Audley was at the office at nine o’clock the next 
morning, and was the first person after the clerks who entered it. 

He met with every civility from the clerk to whom he applied. 
The young man referred to his books, and running his pen 
down the list of passengers who had sailed in the Victoria 


Regia, told Robert that there was no one amongst them of the : 


name of Talboys. Mr. Audley pushed his inquiries further. 
Had any of the passengers entered their names within a short 
time of the vessel’s sailing P 

One of the other clerks looked up from his desk as Robert 
asked this question. Yes, he said, he remembered a young 
man’s coming into the office at half-past three o’clock in the 
afternoon, and paying his passage-money. His name was the 
last on the list—Thomas Brown. 

Robert Audley shrugged his shoulders. There could have 
been no possible reason for George’s taking a feigned name. 
He asked the clerk who had last spoken if is could remember 
the appearance of this Mr. Thomas Brown. 

No, the office was crowded at the time; people were running 
in and out, and he had not taken any particular notice of this 
last passenger. 

Robert thanked the officials for their civility, and wished thera 
good morning. As he was leaving the office one of the youny 
men called after him. 

“ Oh, by the bye, sir,” he said, “I remember one thing about 
this Mr. Thomas Brown—his er" was in a sling.” 

There was nothing more for Robert Audley to do but te 
return to town. He re-entered his chambers at six o’clock that 
evening, thoroughly worn out once more with his useless search. 

Mrs. Maloney brought him his dinner and a pint of wine 
from a tavern in the Strand. The evening was raw and chilly, 
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and the laundress had lighted a good fire in the sit ”ron 
te. 

After eating about half a mutton chop, Robert sat with his 
wine untasted upon the table before him, smoking a cigar and 
staring into the blaze. 

“George Talboys never sailed for Australia,” he said, after 
long and painful reflection. “If he is alive he is still in 
England, and if he is dead his body is hidden in some corner of 
England.” 

He sat for hours smoking and thinking—troubled and gloomy 
thoughts making a dark shadow upon his moody face, which 
neither the brilliant light of the gas nor the red blaze of the fire 
could dispel. 

Very late in the evening he rose from his chair, pushed away 
the table, wheeled his desk over to the fireplace, took out a 
sheet of foolscap, and dipped a pen in the ink. i 

But after doing this he paused, leaned his forehead upon his 
hand, and once more relapsed into thought. 

“T shall draw up a record of all that has occurred between 
our going down to Essex and to-night, beginning at the very 
beginning.” 

He drew up this record in short detached sentences, which he 
uumbered as ie wrote. 

It ran thus :— 


“JOURNAL OF FACTS CONNECTED WITH THE DISAPPEARANCE OF 
GEORGE TALBOYS, INCLUSIVE OF FACTS WHICK GAVE NO APPARENT 
RELATION TO THAT CIRCUMSTANCE.” 


_ In spite of the troubled state of his mind he was rather 
inclined to be proud of the official appearance of this heading. 
He sat for some time looking at it with affection, and with the 
feather of his pen in his mouth. “Upon my word,” he said, 
“I begin to think that I ought to have pursued my profession, 
instead of dawdling my life away as I have done.” 

He smoked half a cigar before he had got his thoughts in 
proper train, and then began to write :— 

0 “1, I write to Alicia, proposing to take George down to the 
ourt. 

“9. Alicia replies, objecting to the visit on the part of Lady 
Audley. 

“3. We go to Essex in spite of this objection. T see my lady. 
My lady refuses to be introduced to George that particulai 
tvening on the score of fatigue. 

_ “4. Sir Michael invites George and me to dinner for tne 
following evening. 


“5. My lady receives a telegranhic despatch the next morn 


Ing which summons her to London 
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“6. Alicia shows me a letter from my lady, in which sha 
requests to be told when I and my friend, Mr. Talboys, mean to 
leave Essex. To this letter is subjoined a postscript reiterating 
the above request. 

“7. We call at the Court, and ask to see the house. My 
lady’s apartments are locked. 

“8. We get at the aforesaid apartments by means of a secret 
passage, the existence of which is unknown to my lady. In one 
of the rooms we find her portrait. 

“9. George is affected by the storm. His conduct is excerd- 
ingly strange for the rest of the evening. 

“10. George is quite himself again the following morning. I 
propose leaving Audley Court immediately; he prefers remain- 
ing till the evening. 

4 “11. We go out fishing. George leaves me to go to the 
ourt. 

“12. The last positive information I can obtain of him in 
Essex is at the Court, where the servant says he thinks Mr. 
Talboys told him he would go and look for my lady in the 
grounds. 

“13. I receive information about him at the station which 
may, or may not, be correct. < 

“14, I hear of him positively once more at Southampton, 
where, according to his father-in-law, he had been for an hour 
on the previous night. 

“15. The telegraphic message.” 

When Robert Audley had completed this brief record, which 
he drew up with great deliberation, and with frequent pauses 
for reflection, alterations, and erasures, he sat for à long time 
contemplating the written page. 

At last he read it carefully over, stopping at some of the 
numbered paragraphs, and marking several of them with a 
pencilled cross: then he folded the sheet of foolscap, went over 
to a cabinet on the opposite side of the room, unlocked it, and 
placed the paper in that very pigeon-hole into which he had 
thrust Alicia’s letter—the pigeon-hole marked Invportant. 

Having done this, he returned to his easy chair by the fire, 
pushed away his desk, and lighted a cigar. “It’s as dark as 
midnight from first to last,” he said; “and the clue to the 
mystery must be found either at Southampton or in Essex. 
Be it how it may, my mind is made up. 1 shall first go to 
Audley Court, and look for George Talhoys in n narrow 
radiug,” 
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CHAPTER XIV. 
PHŒBE’S SUITOR. 


“Mn. Grorce TALBoys.—Any person who has met this gen- 

tleman since the 7th inst. or who can furnish any informa- 

tion respecting his movements subsequent to that date, will be 

Ru rewarded on communicating with A. Z., 14, Chancery 
ne.” 

Sir Michael Audley read the above advertisement in the 
second column of the Times, as he sat at breakfast with my 
ra and Alicia two or three days after Robert’s return ta 

wi. 

“Robert’s friend has not yet been heard of, then,” said the 
baronet, after reading the advertisement to his wife and 
daughter. 

“As, for that,” replied my lady, “I cannot help wondering 
who can be silly enough to advertise for him. The young man 
was evidently of a restless, roving disposition—a sort of Bam- 
fylde Moore Carew of modern life, whom no attraction could 
ever keep in one spot.” 

Though the advertisement. appeared several times, the party 
at the Court attached very little importance to Mr. Talboys’ 
disappearance; and after this one occasion his name was never 
again mentioned by either Sir Michael, my lady, or Alicia. 

Alicia Audley and her pretty step-mother were by no means 
any better friends after that quiet evening on which the young 
barrister had dined at the Court. 

“She is a vain, frivolous, heartless little coquette,” said 
Alicia, addressing herself to her Newfoundland dog, Cæsar, 
who was the sole recipient of the young lady’s confidences ; 
“ she is a practised and consummate flirt, Cesar; and not con- 
tented with setting her yellow ringlets and her silly giggle at 
half the men in Essex, she must needs make that stupid cousin 
of mine dance attendance upon her. I hayen’t common patience 
with her.” 

In proof of which last assertion Miss Alicia Audley treated 
her step-mother with such very palpable impertinence that Sir 
Michael felt, himself called upon to remonstrate with his only 
daughter, 

“The poor little woman is very sensitive, you know, Alicia,” 
ihe baronet said, gravely, “and she feels your conduct most 

utely.” 

.~1 don’t believe it a bit, papa,” answered Alicia, stoutly. 

. ou think her sensitive, because she has soft white hands and 
ig blue eyes with long lashes, und all manner of affected, fan- 
tastical ways, which you stupid men call fascin#‘ng. Sensitive! 
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Why, I’ve seen her do cruel things with those slendcr white 
fingers, and laugh at the pain she inflicted. I’m very sorry, 
papa,” she added, softened a little by her father’s look of dis- 
tress; “though ske has come between us, and robbed poor 
Alicia of the love of that dear, generous heart, I wish I could 
like her for your sake; but I can’t, I can’t, and no more can 
Cæsar. She came up to him once with her red lips apart, and 
her little white teeth glistening between them, and stroked his 
great head with her soft hand: but if I had not had hold of his 
collar, he would have flown at her throat and strangled her. 
She may bewitch every man in Essex, but she'll never make 
friends with my dog.” ; 
“Your dog shall be shot,” answered Sir Michael, angrily, “it 


‘ his vicious temper ever endangers Lucy.” 


The Newfoundland rolled his eyes slowly round in the direc- 
tion of the speaker, as if he understood evéry word that had 
been said. Lady Audley happened to enter the room at this 
very moment, and the animal cowered down by the side of his 
mistress with a suppressed growl. There was something in the 
manner of the dog which was, if anything, more indicative of 
terror than of fury, incredible as it may appear that Cæsar 
should be frightened of so fragile a creature as Lucy Audley. 

Amiable as was my lady’s nature, she could not live long at 
the Court without discovering Alicia’s dislike of her. She never 
alluded to it but once; then, shrugging her graceful white 
shoulders, she said with a sigh,— 

“Tt seems very hard that you cannot love me, Alicia, for I 
have never been used to make enemies; but since it seems that 
it must be so, I cannot help it. If we cannot be friends, let us 
at least be neutral. You won’t try to injure me? ” 

À oe you!” exclaimed Alicia; “how should I injure 

ou LE] 

“You'll not try to deprive me of your father’s affection P” 

“TI may not be as amiable as you are, my lady, and I may not 
have the same sweet smiles and pretty words for every stranger 
I meet, but I am not capable of a contemptible meanness; and 
even if I were, I think you are so secure of my father's love, 
that nothing but your own act will ever deprive you of it.” 

“What a severe creature you are, Alicia!” said my lady, 
making a little grimace. “I suppose you mean to infer by all 
that, that I’m deceitful. Why, I can’t help smiling at people, 
and speaking prettily to them. I know I’m no better than the 
rest of the world, but I can’t help it if I’m pleasanter. It’s 
vonstitutional.” 

Alicia having thus entirely shut the door upon all intimacy 
between Rey and herself, and Sir Michael being chiefly 
occupied in agricultural pursuits and manly sports, which kept 
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him away from home, it was, perhaps, only natural that my 
lady, bemg of an eminently social disposition, should find 
herself thrown a good deal upon her white eye-lashed maid for 
gociety. 

Phoebe Marks was exactly the sort of girl who is generally 
promoted from the post of lady’s-maid to that of companion. 
She had just sufficient education to enable her to understand 
her mistress when Lucy chose to allow herself to run riot ina 
species of intellectual tarantella, in which her tongue went mad 
to the sound of its own rattle, as the Spanish dancer at the 
noise of his castanets. Phoebe knew enough of the French 
language to be able to dip into the yellow-paper-covered novels 
which my lady ordered from the Burlington Arcade, and to dis- 
course with her mistress upon the questionable subjects of those 
romances. Theslikeness which the lady’s-maid bore to Lucy 
Audley was, perhaps, a point of sympathy between the two 
women. It was not to be called a striking likeness; a stranger 
might have seen them both together, and yet have failed to remark 
it. But there were certain dim and shadowy lights in which, 
mecting Phosbe Marks gliding softly through the dark oak pas-’ 
sages of the Court, or under the shrouded avenues in the garden, 
you might have easily mistaken her for my lady. 

Sharp October winds were sweeping the leaves from the limes 
in the long avenue, and driving them in withered heaps with a 
ghostly rustling roise along the dry gravel walks. The oid well 
must Late been half choked up with the leaves that drifted 
about it, and whirled in eddying circles into its black, broken 
mouth. On the still bosom of the fish-pond the same withered 
leaves slowly rotted away, mixing themselves with the tangled 
weeds that discoloured ie surface of the water. All the gar- 
deners Sir Michael could employ could not keep the impress of 
autumn’s destroying hand from the grounds about the Court. 

“How I hate this desolate month!” my lady said, as she 
walked about the garden, shivering beneath her sable mantle. 
“ Everything dropping to ruin and decay, and the cold flicker of 
the sun lighting up the ugliness of the earth, as the glare of 
gas-lamps lights the wrinkles of an old woman. Shall I ever 
grow old, Phoebe? Will my hair ever drop off as the leaves are 
falling from those trees, and leave me wan and bare like them P 
What is to become of me when I grow old?” 

She shivered at the thought of this more than she had done 
at the cold wintry breeze, and muftling herself closely in her fcr, 
walked so fast that her maid had some difficulty in keeping up 
with her. 

“Do you remember, Phosbe,” she said presently, relaxing her 
pace, “do you remember that French story we read—the story 
of a beautiful woman who committed some crime—I forget 
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what—in the zenith of her power and loveliness, when all Paria 
drank to her every night, and when the people ran away from 
the carriage of the king to flock about hers, and get a peep at 
her face? Do you remember how she kept the secret of what 
she had done for nearly half a century, spending her old age in 
her family chateau, beloved and honoured by all the province as 
an uncanonized saint and benefactress to the poor; and how, 
when her hair was white, and her eyes almost blind with age, 
the secret was revealed through one of those strange accidents 
by which such secrets always are revealed in romances, and she 
was tried, found guilty, and condemned to be burned alive? 
The king who had worn her colours was dead and gone; the 
court of which she had been the star had passed away; power- 
fal functionaries and great magistrates, who might perhaps 
have helped her, were mouldering in their graves; brave young 
cavaliers, who would have died for her, had fallen upon distant 
battle-fields; she had lived to see the age to which she had be- 
longed fade like a dream; and she went to the stake, followed 
only by a few ignorant country people, who forgot all her 
bounties, and hooted at her for a wicked sorceress.” 

-“T don’t care for such dismal stories, my lady,” said Phosbe 
Marks, with a shudder. “One has no need to read books to 
give one the horrors in this dull place.” 

Lady Audley shrugged her shoulders, and laughed at her 
maid’s candour. * 

“Tt is a dull place, Phoebe,” she said, “though it doesn’t do 
to say so to my dear old husband. ‘Though I am the wife of 
one of the most influential men in the county, I don’t know that 
I wasn’t nearly as well off at Mr. Dawson’s; and yet it’s some- 
thing to wear sables that cost a hundred and sixty guineas, and 
to have a thousand’ pounds spent on the decoration of one’s 
apartments.” 

Treated as a companion by her mistress, in the receipt of the 
most liberal wages, and with perquisites such as perhaps no 
lady’s-maid ever had before, it was strange that Phosbe Marks 
should wish to leave her situation; yet it was not the less a 
fact that she was anxious to exchange all the advantages of 
Audley Court for the very unpromising prospect which awaited 
her as the wife of her cousin Luke. 

The young man had contrived in some manner to associate 
himself with the improved fortunes of his sweetheart. He 
had never allowed Phoebe any peace till she obtained for him, 

y the aid of my lady’s interference, a situation as under-groom 
at tne Court. 

He never rode out with eit-=> Alicia or Sir Michael; but on 
‘me of the few occasions upon which my lady mounted the 
srotty little grey thoroughbred reserved for her use, he con- 
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brived to attend ler in her ride. He saw enough ix “he very 
first half hour they were out to discover that, graceful as Lucy 
Audley might look in her long blue cloth habit, she was a 
timid horsewoman, and utterly unable to manage the animal 
she rode. 

Lady Audley remonstrated with her maid upon her folly in 
wishing to marry the uncouth groom. 

The two women were seated together over the fire in my 
Jady’s dressing-room, the grey sky closing in upon the October 
afternoon, and the black tracery of ivy darkening the casement 
windows. 

“You surely are not in love with the awkward ugly creature, 
are you, Phoebe?” asked my lady, sharply. 

The girl was sitting on a low stool at her mistress’s feet. 
She did not answer my lady’s question immediately, but sat 
= some time looking vacantly into the red abyss in the hollow 
ire, 

Presently she said, rather as if she had been thinking aloud 
than answering Lucy’s question,— 

“T don’t think I can love him. We have been together from 
children, and I promised, when I was little better than fifteen, 
that I’d be his wife. I daren’t break that promise now. ‘There 
have been times when l’ve made up the very sentence I meant 
to say to him, telling him that I couldn’t keep my faith with 
him; but the words have died upon my lips, and I’ve sat 
luoking at him, with a choking sensation in my throat that 
wouldn’t let me speak. I daren’t refuse to marry him. I’ve 
often watched him as he has sat slicing away at a hedge-stake 
with his great clasp-knife, till I have thought that it is just 
such men as he who have decoyed their sweethearts into lonely 
aaa and murdered them for being false to their word. When 
1e was a boy he was always violent and revengeful. I saw him 
ence take up that very knife in a quarrel with his mother. I 
tell you, my lady, I must marry him.” 

“You silly girl, you shall do nothing of the kind!” answered 
Lucy. “You think he’ll murder you, do you? Do you think, 
then, if murder is in him, you would be any safer as his wife P 
If you thwarted him or made him jealous; if he wanted to 
marry another woman, or to get hold of some poor, pitiful bit 
of money of yours, couldn’t he murder you then? I tell you, 
you shan’t marry him, Phoebe. In the first place, I hate the 
man; and in the next place, I can’t afford to part with you. 
We'll give him a few pounds and send him about his business.” 

Phoebe Marks caught my lady’s hands in hers, anc clasped 
them convulsively. 

“ My lady!” she cried vehemently, “don’t try to thwart me 
in this—-don’t ask me to thwart him. I tell you, | must marry 











Lady Audley'e Secret. 


him. You don’t know what he is. It will be my ruin, and the 
ruin of others, if I break my word. I must marry him!” 

“ Very well, then, Phoebe,” answered her mistress, “I can’t 
ioe you. There must be some secret at the bottom of all 


“There is, my lady,” said the girl, with her face turned away 
from Lucy. 

“T shall be very sorry to lose you; but I have promised to 
stand your friend in all things. ‘What does your cousin mean 
to do for a living when you are married ? ” 

“ He would like to take a public-house.” 

“Then he shall take a public-house, and the sooner he drinks 
himself to death the better. Sir Michael dines at a bachelor’s 
party at Major Margrave’s this evening, and my step-daughter 
1s away with her friends at the Grange. You can bring your 
cousin into the drawing-room after dinner, and I’ll tell him 
what I mean to do for him.” 

“You are very good, my lady,” Phœbe answered with a sigh, 

Lady Audley sat in the glow of fire-light and wax candles in 
the luxurious drawing-room; the amber damask cushions of 
the sofa contrasting with her dark violet velvet dress, and her 
rippling hair falling about her neck in a golden haze. ÆEvery- 
where around her were the evidences of wealth and splendour; 
while, in strange contrast to all this, and to her own beauty, 
the awkward groom stood rubbing his bullet head as my lady 
explained to him what she meant to do for her confidential 
maid. Lucy’s promises were very liberal, and she had expected 
that, uncouth as the man was, he would in his own rough 
manner have expressed his gratitude. 

To her surprise he stood staring at the floor without uttering 
a word in answer to her offer. Phosbe was standing close to his 
elbow, and seemed distressed at the man’s rudeness, 

“Tell my lady how thankful you are, Luke,” she said. 

“But I’m not so over and above thankful,” answered her 
lover, savagely. “Fifty pound ain’t much to start a public. 
You'll make it a hundred, m: lady.” 

“T shall do nothing of the kind,” said Lady Audley, her 
clear blue eyes flashing with indignation, “and I wonder at 
your impertinence in asking it.” 

“Oh yes, you will though,” answered Luke, with quiet in- 
golence, that had a hidden meaning, “ You’ll make it a hun- 
dred, my lady.” 

Lady Audley rose from her seat, looked the man steadfastly 
in the face till his determined gaze sank under hers: then 
walking straight up to her maid, she said in a high, piercing 
voice, peculiar to her in moments of intense agitation, “ Phoaba 
Marks. vou have told this man!” 
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Tho girl fell or: her knees at my lady’s feet. : 
“Oh, forgive me, forgive me!” she cried. “Hs forced it 
from me, or I would never, never have told!” 





CHAPTER XY. 
ON THE WATCH. 


Urow a lowering morning late in November, with the yellow 
fog low upon the flat meadows, and the blinded cattle groping 
their way through the dim obscurity, and blundering stupidly 
against black and leafless hedges, or stumbling into ditches, 
undistinguishable in the hazy atmosphere; with the village. 
church looming brown and dingy through the uncertain light; 
with every winding path and cottage door, every gable-end and 
grey old chimney, every passing peasant and straggling cur, 
seeming strange and weird of aspect in the semi-darkness, 
Phosbe Marks and her cousin Luke made their way through 
the churchyard of Audley, and presented themselves before a 
shivering curate, whose surplice hung in damp folds, soddened 
by the morning mist, and whose temper was not improved by 
his having waited five minutes for the bride and bridegroom. 

Luke Marks, dressed in his ill-fitting Sunday clothes, looked 

y no means handsomer than in his every-day apparel; but 
Phoobe, arrayed in a rustling silk of delicate grey, that had been 
worn about half a dozen times by her mistress, looked, as the 
few spectators of the ceremony remarked, quite the lady. 

A very dim and shadowy lady; vague of outline, and faint of 
colouring; with eyes, hair, complexion, and dress all melting 
into such pale and uncertain shades that, in the obscure light of 
the foggy November morning, a superstitious stranger might 
have mistaken the bride for the ghost of some other bride, dead 
and buried in the vaults below the church. 

Mr. Luke Marks, the hero of the occasion, thought very little 
of all this. He had secured the wife of his choice, and the 
object of his life-long ambition—a public-house. My lady had 
provided the seventy-five pounds necessary for the purchase of 
the good-will and fixtures, with the stock of ales and spirits, ot 
à small inn in the centre of a lonely little village, perched on 
the summit of a hill, and called Mount Stanning. It was not 
a very pretty house to look at; it had something of a tumble- 
down, weather-beaten appearance, standing as it did upon high 
ground, sheltered only by four or five bare and overgrown 
poplars, that had shot up too rapidly for their strength, and 
had a blighted forlorn look in consequence. The wind had had 
its own way with the Castle Inn, and had sometimes made 
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cruel use of its power. It was the wind that battered and bent 
the low, thatched roofs of out-houses and stables, till they hung 
over and lurched forward, as a slovched hat hangs over the low 
forehead of some village ruffian; it was the wind that shook 
and rattled the wooden shutters before the narrow casements, 
#1 they hung broken and dilapidated upon their rusty hinges ; 
it was the wind that overthrew the pigeon-house, and broke the 
vane that had been impudently set up to tell the movements of | 
its mightiness; it was the wind that made light of any little bit 
of wooden trellis-work, or creeping plant, or tiny balcony, or 
any modest decoration whatsoever, and tore and scattered it in | 
its scornful fury; it was the wind that left mossy secretions on | 
the discoloured surface of the plaster walls; it was the wind, in 
-short, that shattered, and ruined, and rent, and trampled upon 
the tottering pile of buildings, and then flew shrieking off, to 
riot and glory in its destroying strength. The dispirited pro- | 
prietor grew tired of his long struggle with this mighty enemy ; 
80 the wind was left to work its own will, and the Castle Inn | 
fell slowly to decay. But for all that it suffered without, it waa | 
not the less prosperous within doors. Sturdy drovers stopped | 
to drink at the little bar; well-to-do farmers spent their | 
«evenings and talked politics in the low, wainscoted parlour, 
me while their horses munched some suspicious mixture of mouldy | 
hay and doubtful beans in the tumble-down stables. Some- | 
times even the members of the Audley hunt stopped to refresh | 
themselves and to bait their horses at the Castle Inn; while, on 
one grand and never-to-be-forgotten occasion, a dinner had been 
ordered by the master of the hounds for some thirty gentlemen, | 
and the proprietor driven nearly mad by the importance of the 
demand. 
à __, So Luke Marks, who was by no means troubled with an eye | 
lea for the beautiful, thought himself very fortunate in becoming | 
_ landlord of the Castle Inn, Mount Stanning. | 
À chaise-cart was waiting in the fog to convey the bride and | 
bridegroom to theirnew home; and a few of the simple villagers, 
who had known Phoebe from a child, were lingering round the | 
churchyard gate to bid her good-bye. Her pale eyes were still | 
paler from the tears she had shed, and the red rims which sur- 
rounded them. The bridegroom was annoyed at this exhibition : | 
of emotion. | 
“What are you blubbering for, lass?” he said, fiercely, “I! 
you didn’t want to marry me, you should have told me go. I 
ain’t going to murder you, am I?” 
The lady’s-maid shivered as he spoke to her, and dragged her | 
little silk mantle closely round her. | 
“You're cold in all this here finery,” said * uke, staring at | 
her costly dress with no expression of Rvod-will, “Why can't 
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women dress according to their stationP Yon won’t have na 
silk gowns out of my pocket, I can tell you.” 

He lifted the shivering girl into the chaise, wrapped a rough 
great-coat about her, and drove off through the yellow fog, 
followed by a feeble cheer from two or three urchins clustered 
round the gate. 

A new maid was brought from London to replace Phoebe 
Marks about the person of my lady—a very showy damsel, who 
wore a black satin gown, and rose-coloured ribbons in her cap, 
and complained bitterly of the dulness of Audley Court. | 

But Christmas brought visitors to the rambling old mansior.. 
A country squire and his fat wife occupied the tapestried 
chamber ; merry girls scampered up and down the long passages, 
and young men stared out of the latticed windows, watching for 
southerly winds and cloudy skies; there was not an empty stall 
in the roomy old stables; an extempore forge had been set up 
in the yard for the shoeing of hunters; yelping dogs made the 
any noisy with their perpetual clamour; strange servants 
herded together on the garret story; and every little casement 
hidden away under some pointed gable, and every dormer 
window in the quaint old roof, glimmered upon the winter's 
night with its separate taper, till, coming suddenly upon Audley 
Court, the benighted stranger, misled by the light, and noise, 
and bustle of the place, might have easily fallen into young 
Marlowe’s error, and have mistaken the hospitable mansion for 
a good, old-fashioned inn, such as have faded from this earth 
since the last mail coach was broken up for firewood and old 
iron, and the last of the prancing tits took their melancholy 
Journey to the knacker’s yard. 

Amongst other visitors Mr. Robert Audley came down to 
Essex for the hunting season, with half a dozen French novels, 
a case of cigars, and three pounds of Turkish tobacco in his 
portmanteau. 

. The honest young country squires, who talked all breakfast 
me of Flying Dutchman fillies and Voltigeur colts; of glorious 
runs of seven hours’ hard riding over three counties, and a mid- 
night homeward ride of thirty miles upon their covert hacks: 
and who ran away from the well-spread table with their mouths 
full of cold sirloin to look at that off pastern, or that sprained 
fore-arm, or the colt that had just come back from the veterinary 
surgeon’s, set down Mr. Robert Audley, dawdling over a slice of 
bread and marmalade, as a person utterly unworthy of any 
remark whatsoever. à 

The young barrister had brought a couple of dogs with him; 
end the country gentleman who gave fifty pounds for a pointer, 
und travelled a couple of hundred miles to look at a leash of 
setters before he struck a bargain, laughed aloud at the two 


e 
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miserable curs: one of which had followed Robert Audley 
through Chancery Lane and half the length of Holborn; while 
his companion had been taken by the barrister vi et armis from 
a costermonger who wasill-using him. And as Robert further- 
more insisted on having these two deplorable animals under his 
easy-chair in the drawing-room, much to the annoyance of my 
lady, who, as we know, hated all dogs, the visitors at Audley 
Court looked upon the baronet’s nephew as an inoffensive 
species of maniac. 

During other visits to the Court, Robert Audley had made a 
feeble show of joining in the sports of the merry assembly. Ha 
had jogged across half a dozen ploughed fields on a quiet grey 
pony of Sir Michael’s, and drawing up breathless and panting 
at the door of some farm-house, had expressed his intention of 
following the hounds no farther that morning. He had even 
gone so far as to put on, with great labour, a pair of skates, 
with a view to taking a turn on the frozen surface of the fish- 
pond, and had fallen ignominiously at the first attempt, lying 
a extended on the flat of his back until such time as the 

standers should think fit to pick him up. He had occupied 
the back seat in a dog-cart during a pleasant morning drive, 
vehemently protesting against being taken up-hill, and requiring 
the vehicle to be stopped every ten minutes for the re-adjust- 
ment of the cushions. But this year he showed no inclination 
for any of these out-door amusements. He spent his time 
entirely in lounging in the drawing-room, and making himsel: 
agreeable, after his own lazy fashion, to my lady and Alicia. 

Lady Audley received her nephew's attention in thei 
graceful, half-c ildish fashion which her admirers found so 
charming; but Alicia was indignant at the change in her 


*  eousin’s conduct. 









“You were always a poor, spiritless fellow, Bob,” said the 
young lady, contemptuously, as she bounced into the drawing- 
room, in her riding habit, after a hunting breakfast, from which 
Robert had absented himself, preferring a cup of tea in my 
lady’s boudoir; “but this year I don’t know what has come to 
you. Youare good for nothing but to hold a skein of silk or 
read Tennyson to Lady Audley.” 

“My dear, hasty, impetuous Alicia, don’t be violent,” said 
the young man, imploringly. “ À conclusion isn’t a five-barred 
gate; and you needn’t give your judgment its head, as you give 
your mare, Atalanta, hers, when you're flying across country at 
the heels of an unfortunate fox. Lady Audley interests me, 
and my uncle’s county friends do not. Is that a sufficient 
answer, Alicia P” 

Miss Audley gave her head a tittle scoraful toss. 

“ I{s as good an answer as I shall ever get from you, Bob,” 
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she said, impatiently ; “but pray amuse yourself in your own 
way 3 loll in an easy-chair all day, with those two absurd dogs 
asleep on your knees; spoil my lady’s window curtains with 
your cigars; and annoy everybody in the house with your 
stupid, inanimate countenance.” 

Mr. Robert Audley opened his handsome grey eyes to their 
pos extent at this tirade, and looked helplessly at Miss 

licia. 

The young lady was walking up and down the room, slashing 
the skirt of her habit with her riding-whip. Her eyes sparkled 
with an angry flash, and a crimson glow burned under her clear 
prown skin. The young barrister knew very well by these 
diagnostics, that his cousin was in a passion. 

“Yes,” she repeated, “ your stupid, inanimate countenance. 
Do you know, Robert Audley, that with all your mock 
amiability, you are brim full of conceit and superciliousnes® 
You look down upon our amusements; you lift up your eye- 
brows, and shrug your shoulders, and throw wines back in 
your chair, and wash your hands of us and our pleasures. You 
are a selfish, cold-hearted Sybarite 4 

“ Alicia ! Good—gracious—me igs 

The morning paper dropped out of his hands, and he sat 
feebly staring at his assailant. 

« Yes, selfish, Robert Audley | You take home half-starved 
dogs, because you like half-starved dogs. You stoop down and 
oe the head of every good-for-nothing cur in the village street, 

ecause you like good-for-nothing curs. You notice little 
children, and give them halfpence, because it pleases you to do 
so. But you raise your eyebrows à couple of inches when poor 
Sir Harry Towers tells a stupid story, and stare the poor fellow 
out of countenance with your lazy insolence. As to your 
amiability, you would let a man hit you, and say ‘ Thank you’ 
for the blow, rather than take the trouble to hit him again ; but 
“ou wouldn't go half a mile out of your way to serve your 

earest friend. Sir Harry is worth twenty of you, though he 
did write to ask if my m-a-i-r, Atalanta, had recovered from the 
sprain. He can’t spell, or lift his eyebrows to the roots of his 
hair; but he would go through fire and water for the girl he 
loves; while you——” 

At this very point, when Robert was most prepared to 
encounter his cousin’s violence, and when Miss Alicia seemed 
about to make her strongest attack, the young lady broke down 
altogether and burst into tears. 

mea sprang from his easy-chair, upsetting his dogs on the 

et. 

“ Alicia, my darling, what is ite” 

« Ji’g—it’s—it’s the feather of my hat that got into my eyes,” 
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sovbed his cousin; and before Robert could investigate the 
truth of this assertion, Alicia had darted out of the room. 

Mr. Audley was preparing to follow her, when he heard her 
voice in the courtyard below, amidst the trampling of horses 
and the clamour of visitors, dogs, and grooms. Sir Harry 
Towers, the most aristocratic young sportsman in the neigh- 
bourhood, had just taken her little foot in his hand as she 
sprang into her saddle, 


“Good gracious!” exclaimed Robert, as he watched the 


merry party of equestrians until they disappeared under the 
archway. “What does all this mean? How charmingly she 
sits her horse! What a pretty figure, too, and a fine, candid, 
brown, rosy face; but to fly at a fellow like that, without the 
least provocation! That's the consequence of letting a girl 
follow the hounds. She learns to look at everything in life ag 
she does at six feet of timber or a sunk fence; she goes through 
the world as she goes across country —straight ahead, and 
over everything. Such a nice girl as she might have been, too, 


if she’d been brought up in Fig-tree Court! If ever I marry, | 


and have daughters (which remote contingency may Heayen 
forefend !), they shall be educated in Paper Buildings, take their 
sole exercise in the Temple Gardens, and they shall never go 
beyond the gates till they are marriageable, when I will take 
them straight across Fleet Street to St. Dunstan’s Church, and 
deliver them into the har ds of their husbands.” 

With such reflections as these did Mr. Robert Audley beguile 


_ the time until my lady re-entered the drawing-room, fresh and 


radiant in her elegant morning costume, her yellow curls glisten- 
ing with the perfumed waters in which she had bathed, and her 
velvet-oovered sketch-book in her arms. She planted a little 
easel upon a table by the window, seated herself before it, and 
began to mix the colonrs upon her palette, Robert watching her 


out of his half-closed eyes. 


“ You are sure my cigar does not annoy you, Lady Audley 2” 
“Oh no, indeed; I am quite used to the smell of tobacco. 
Mr. Dawson, the surgeon, smoked all the evening, when I lived 
in his house.” 
enon is a good fellow, isn’t he 2” Robert asked, care- 
essly. . 

oe lady burst into her pretty gushing laugh. 

“The dearest. of good creatures,” she said. “He paid me 
tive-and-twenty pounds a year—only fancy—that made six 
pounds five a quarter. How well. I remember receiving the 
money—six dingy old sovereions, and a little heap of untidy, 
dirty silver, that came straight from the till in the surgery ! 

d then how glad I was to get it; while now—I can’t help 
laughing while I think of it--these colours I am using cogt 
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four or five shillings apiece at Winsor and Newton’s—the ultra- 
marine half a guinea. I gave Mrs. Dawson one of my silk 
dresses the other day, and the poor thing kissed me, and the 
surgeon carried the bundle home under his cloak.” 

My lady laughed long and joyously at the thought. Her 
colours were mixed; she was copying a water-coloured sketch 
of an impossibly beautiful Italian peasant, in an impossibly 
Zurneresque atmosphere. The sketch was nearly finished, and 
she had only to put in some critical little touches with the most 
delicate of hee sable pencils. She prepared herself daintily for 
the work, looking sideways at the painting. 

All this time Mr. Robert Audley’s eyes were fixed intently on 
her pretty face. 

“Tt is a change,” he said, after so long a pause that my lady 
might have forgotten what she had been talking of; “it i a 
change! Some women would do a great deal to accomplish 
such a change as that.” 

Lucy Audley’s clear blue eyes dilated as she fixed them sud- 
denly ‘on the young barrister. The winter sunlight, gleaming 
full upon her face from a side window, lit wp the azure of those 
beautiful eyes, till their colour seemed to flicker and tremble 
betwixt blue and green, as the opal tints of the sea change 
upon a summer’s day. The small brush fell from her hand, 
and blotted out the peasant’s face under a widening circle of 
crimson lake. ; 

Robert Audley was tenderly coaxing the crumpled leaf of his 
Ggar with cautious fingers. — 

“My friend at the corner of Chancery Lane has not given 
me such good cabanas as usual,” he murmured. “ If ever you 
smoke, my dear aunt (and I am told that many women take a 
ae weed under the rose), be very careful how you choose your 

gars. : 

My lady drew a long breath, picked up her brush, and laughed 
sloud at Robert’s advice. 

What an eccentric creature you are, Mr. Audley! Do you 
now that you sometimes puzzle me É 
Not more than you puzzle me, my dear aunt.” 
te Me lady put away her colours and sketch-book, and seating 
ea in the deep recess of another window at a considerable 
istance from Robert Audley, settled herself to a'large piece of 
erlin-wool work—a piece of embroidery which the Penelopes 
of ten or twelve years ago were very fond of exercising their 
meggnuity upon—the Olden Time at Bolton Abbey. 
ree ge ibe the embrasure of this window, my lady was separated 
i obert Audley by the whole length of the room, and the 
t ung man could only catch an occasional glimpse of her fait 
ace, surrounded by its bright aurenle of hazy golden hair 
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Robert Audley had keen a week at the Court, but as yet 
neither he nor my lady had mentioned the name of George 
iy Talboys. 

| This morning, however, after exhausting the usual topics of 
| 

| 

| 

(| 





i conversation, Lady Audley made an ing about her nephew's 
| aes friend—* that Mr. George—George——” she said, hesitating. 

lq “Talboys,” suggested Robert. | 
Hi “Yes, to be sure—Mr. George Talboys. Rather a singular 
it name, oy the bye, and certainly, by all accounts, a very singular | 
i person. Have you seen him lately P ” 
| “T have not seen him since the 7th of September—the day 
ba which he left me asleep in the meadows on the other side 
of the village.” 

“Dear me!” exclaimed my lady, “ what a strange youn 
man this Mr. George Talboys must be! Pray tell me 
about it.” 

Robert told, in a few words, of his visit to Southampton, and 
his journey to Liverpool, with their different results, my lady 
listening very attentively. 

In order to tell this story to better advantage the young man | 
left his chair, and, crossing the room, took up “his place epposite | 
to Lady Audley in the embrasure of the window. 

“And what do you infer from all this?” asked my lady, 
after a pause. 

“Tt is so great a mystery to me,” he answered, “that I 
scarcely dare to draw any conclusion whatever; but in the 
obscurity I think I can grope my way +o two suppositions, 
which to me seem almost certainties.” 

“ And they are——” 

“ First, that George Talboys never went beyond Southampton. 
Secondly, that he never went to Southampton at all.” bs 

“ But you traced him there. His father-in-law had seen him.” 

“ T have reason to doubt his father-in-law’s integrity.” 

“ Good gracious me!” cried my lady, piteously. ‘ What do 
you mean by all thisP ” 

“ Lady Audley,” answered the young man, gravely, “I have 
never practised as a barrister. I have enrolled myself in the 
| ranks of a profession, the members of which hold solemn 
i responsibilities, and have sacred duties to perform; and I have 
| shrunk from those responsibilities and duties, as I have from | 
| all the fatigues of this troublesome life: but we are some- | 








times forced into the very position we have most avoided; 
and I have found myself lately compelled to think of these 
| things. Lady Audley, did you ever study the theory of 
Mi circumstantial evidence P ” 

| “How can you ask a poor little woman about such horrid 
| things? ” exclaimed my lady. 


ni 
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“Circumstantial evidence,” continued the young man, as if 
he scarcely heard Lady Audley’s interruption, “that invisible 
rope which is woven out of straws collected at every point of 
the compass, and which is yet strong enough to hang a man. 
Upon what infinitesimal trifles may sometimes hang the whole 
æcret of some wicked mystery, inexplicable heretofore to the 
wisest of mankind! A scrap of paper; a shred of some torn 
garment; the button off a coat; a word dropped incautiously 
from the over-cautious lips of guilt; the fragment of a letter; 
the shutting or opening of a door; a shadow on a window- 
blind; the accuracy of a moment; a thousand circumstarices so 
slight as to be forgotten by the criminal, but links of steel in 
the wonderful chain forged by the science of the detective 
officer; and lo! the gallows is built up; the solemn bell tolls 
through the dismal grey of the early morning; the drop creaks 
under the guilty feet; and the penalty of crime is paid.” 

Faint shadows of green and crimson fell upon my lady's face 
from the painted escutcheons in the mullioned window by which 
she sat; but every trace of the natural colour of that face had 
faded out, leaving it a ghastly ashen grey. 

Sitting quietly in her chair, her head fallen back upon the 
amber damask cushions, and her little hands lying powerless in 
her lap, Lady Audley had fainted away. 

“'The radius grows narrower day by day,” said Robert Audley, 
“George Talboys never reached Southampton.” 


CHAPTER XVI. 
ROBERT AUDLEY RECEIVES HIS CONGÉ. 


THE Christmas week was over, and one by one the country 
visitors dropped away from Audley Court. The fat squire and 
his wife abandoned the grey, tapestried chamber, and left the 
black-browed warriors looming from the wall to scowl upon new 
guests, or to glare vengefully upon vacancy. The merry girls 
on the second story packed, or caused to be packed, theix 
trunks and imperials, and tumbled gauze ball-dresses were 
taken home that had been brought fresh to Audley. Blunder« 
ing old family chariots were brought round to the broad space 
before the grim oak door, and laden with chaotic heaps of 
womanly luggage. Pretty rosy faces peeped out of the carriage 
windows to smile the last farewell upon the group at the hall 
door, as the vehicle rattled and rumbled under the ivied arch- 
way. Sir Michael was in request everywhere. Shaking hands 
with the young sportsmen; kissing the rosy-cheeked giris; 
sometimes even embracing portly matrons who came to thank 

for “heir pleasant visit; everywhere genial, hospitable 

G 
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generous, happy, and beloved, the baronet hunied from room 
to room, from the hall to the stables, from the stables to the 
court-yard, from the court-yard to the arched gateway, to speed 
the parting guest. 

My lady’s yellow curls flashed hither and thither like wander- 
ing gleams of sunshine on these busy days of farewell. Her 
blue eyes had a pretty mournful look, in charming unison wii.’ 
the soft pressure of her little hand, and that friendly, though 
peters rather stereotyped speech, in which she told her visitors 

ow sorry she was to lose them, and how she didn’t know what 
she should do till they came once more to enliven the Court by 
their charming society. 

But however sorry my lady might be to lose her visitors, 
there was at least one guest of whose society she was not 
deprived. Robert Audley showed no intention whatever of 
leaving his uncle’s house. He had no professional duties, he 
said; IMig-tree Court was delightfully shady in hot weather, 
but there was a sharp corner round which the wind came in the 
winter months, armed with avenging rheumatisms and influ- 
enzas; while everybody was so good to him at the Court, that 
really he had no inclination to hurry away. 

Sir Michael had but one answer to this: “Stay, my dear 

y; stay, my dear Bob, as long as ever you like. I have no 
son, and you stand to me in the place of one. Make yourself 
Diggs to Lucy, and make the Court your home as long as 

ou live.” 
À To which Robert would merely reply by grasping his uncle’s 
hand vehemently, and muttering something about “a jolly old 
rince.” 
à It was to be observed that there was sometimes a certain 
vague sadness in the young man’s tone when he called Sir 
Michael “a jolly old ‘prince;” some shadow of affectionate 
regret that brought a mist into Robert’s eyes, as he sat in a 
corner of the room looking thoughtfully at the white-bearded 
baronet. 

Before the last of the young sportsmen departed, Sir Harry 
Towers demanded and obtained an interview with Miss Alicia 
Audley in the oak library—an interview in which considerable 
emotion was displayed by the stalwart young fox-hunter; so 
much emotion, indeed, and of such a genuine and honest cha- 
racter, that Alicia fairly broke down as she told him that she 
should for ever esteem and respect him for his true and noble 
heart, but that he must never, never, never, unless he wished to 
cause her the most cruel distress, ask more from her than this 
esteem and respect. 

Sir Harry left the library by the French window opening 
{ato the pond-garden, Fa strolled into that very lime-walk 





| 
| 
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hich George Talboys had compared to an avenue in a church- 
ard, and under the leafless trees fought the battle of ms 
rave young heart. 

“What a fool I am to feel it like this!” he cried, stamping 
his fout upon the frosty ground. “I always knew it would be 
80; [ always knew that she was a hundred times too good for 
me. God bless her! How nobly and tenderly she spoke: how 
beautiful she looked, with the crimson blushes under her brown 
skin, and the tears in her big grey eyes—almost as handsome 
os the day she took the sunk fence, and let me put the brush 
in her hat as we rode home! God bless her! I can get over 
anything as long as she doesn’t care for that sneaking lawyer. 
But I couldn’t stand that.” 

That sneaking lawyer, by which appellation Sir Harry 
alluded to Mr. Robert Audley, was standing in the hall, looking 
at a map of the midland counties, when Alicia came out of the 
library, with red eyes, after her interview with the fox-hunting 

aronet. 
. Robert, who was short-sishted, had his eyes within half an 
Inch of the surface of the map as the young lady approached 

m. 

“Yes,” he said, “Norwich zs in Norfolk, and that foot, 
young Vincent, said it was in Herefordshire. Ha! Alicia, is 
that you P ” 

He turned round go as to intercept Miss Audley on her way 
to the staircase. 

“Yes,” veplied his cousin curtly, trying to pass him. 

“ Alicia, you’ve been crying?” 

The young lady did not condescend to reply. 

* You’ve been erying, Alicia. Sir Harry Towers, of Towers 
Park, in the county of Herts, has been making you an offer of 

s hand, eh? ” 

“Have you been listening at the door, Mr.-Audley ? ” 

“I have not, Miss Audley. On principle I object to listen, 
and in practice I believe it to be a very troublesome proceeding ; 
but I am a barrister, Miss Alicia, and able to draw a conclusion 

Y induction, Do you know what inductive evidence is, Miss 
Audley Pp” 

“No,” replied Alicia, looking at her cousin as a handsome 
young panther might look at its daring tormentor. ; 

‘I thought not. I dare say Sir Harry would ask. if it was a 
hew kind of horse-ball. I knew by induction that tke baronet 
was going to make you an offer; first, because he came down 
Stairs with his hair parted on the wrong side, and his face aa 
pale as the table-cloth; secondly, because he couldn’t eat any 

reakfast, and let his coffee go the wrong way; amd, thirdly, 

Cause he asked for an interview with you before he left the 
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Court. Well, how’s it to be, Alicia? Do you marry the 
nee and is poor Cousin Bob to be best man at the wed- 
din bes 

Sin Harry Towers is a noble-hearted young man,” said 
Alicia, still trying to pass her cousin. 

“But do we accept him—yes or noP Are we to be Lady 
Towers, with a superb estate in Hertfordshire, summer quarters 
for our hunters, and a drag with outriders to drive us across to 
papa’s place in Essex? Is it to be so, Alicia, or not P” 

“What is that to you, Mr. Robert Audley?” cried Alicia 
passionately. “What do you care what becomes of me, and 
whom I marry? If I married a chimney-sweep, you’d only lift 
up your eyebrows and say, ‘Bless my soul, she was always 
eccentric.’ I have refused Sir Harry Towers; but when I think 
of his generous and unselfish affection, and compare it with the 
heartless, lazy, selfish, supercilious indifference of other men, 
l’ve a good mind to run after him, and tell him is 

“That you'll retract, and be my Lady Towers P” 

FEY ens. 

“Then don’t, Alicia, don’t,” said Robert Audley, grasping 
his cousin’s slender little wrist, and leading her up-stairs. 
“Come into the drawing-room with me, Alicia, my poor little 
cousin; my charming, impetuous, alarming little cousin. Sit 
down here in this mullioned window, and let us talk seriously, 
and leave off quarrelling, if we can.” 

The cousins had the drawing-room all to themselves. Sir 
Michael was out, my lady in her own apartments, and poor Sir 
mary Towers pacing up and down upon the lime-walk, in the 
cold winter sunshine. 

“ My poor little Alicia,” said Robert, as tenderly as if he had 
been addressing some spoiled child, “do you suppose that 
because people don’t wear vinegar tops, or part their hair on 
the wrong side, or conduct themselves altogether after the 
manner of well-meaning maniacs, by way of proving the vehe- 
mence of their passion—do you suppose because of this, Alicia 
Audley, that they may not be just as sensible of the merits of 
a dear little, warm-hearted, and affectionate girl as ever their 
neighbours can be? Life is such a very troublesome matter, 
when all is said and done, that it’s as well to take even its 
blessings quietly. I don’t make a great howling because I can 
get good cigars one door from the corner of Chancery Lane, 
and have a dear, good girl for my cousin: but I am not the 
less grateful to Providence that it is so.” 

Alicia opened her grey eyes to their widest extent, looking her 
cousin full in the face with a bewildered stare. Robert had 
picked up the ugliest and leanest of his attendant curs, and was 
placidly stroking the animai’s ears. 
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“Ts this all you have to say to me, Robert? ” Miss Audley 
asked, meekly, 

“Well, yes, I think so,” replied her cousin, after consider- 
able deliberation. “I fancy that what I wanted to say was 
this—don’t marry the fox-hunting baronet, if you like anybody 
else better; for if you'll only be patient, and take life easily, 
and try to reform yourself of banging doors, bouncing in and 
out of rooms, talking of the stables, and riding across country 
I’ve no doubt the person you prefer will make you a very 
excellent husband.” 

“Thank you, cousin,” said Miss Audley, crimsoning with 
bright indignant blushes to the roots of her waving brown hair, 
“but as you may not know the person I prefer, I think you had 
better not take upon yourself to answer for him.” 

Robert pulled the dog’s ears thoughtfully for some moments. 

“No, to be sure,” he said, after a pause. “Of course, if I 
éon’t know him—but I thought I did.” 

“ Did you!” exclaimed Alicia; and opening the door with a 
violence that made her cousin shiver, she bounced out of the 
drawing-room. 

“T only said I thought I knew him,” Robert called after her; 
and then, as he sank into an easy-chair, he murmured thought- 
fully, “ Such a nice girl, too, if she didn’t bounce !” 

So poor Sir Harry Towers rode away from Audley Court, 
looking very crestfallen and dismal. 

He had little pleasure now in returning to the stately mansion 

idden among sheltering oaks and venerable beeches. The 
square, red-brick house gleaming at the end of a long arcade of 
leafless trees was to be for ever desolate, he thought, since 
Alicia would not come to be its mistress. 

A hundred improvements planned: and thought of were dis- 
missed from his mind as useless now. The hunter that Jim the 
trainer was breaking in for a lady; the two pointer pups that 
were being reared for the next shooting season; the big black 
retriever that would have carrieë Alicia’s parasol; the pavilion 
in the garden, disused since his mother’s death, but which he 

ad meant to have restored for Miss Audley—all these things 
were now so much vanity and vexation of spirit. 

“What's the good of being rich, if one has no one to help 
Bpend one’s money?” said the young baronet. “One only 

rows a selfish beggar, and takes to drinking too much port. 
it’s a hard thing that a girl can refuse a true heart and such 
stables as we've got at the park. It unsettles a man, 
somehow.” 

Indeed, this unlooked-for rejection had very much unsettled 
the few ideas which made up the small sum of the young 
baronet’s mind. 
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He had been desperately in love with Alicia ever since the 
last hunting season, when he had met her at a county bell. 
His passion, cherished through the slow monotony of a rustic | 
summer, had broken out afresh in the merry winter mont!3, 
and the young man’s mauvaise honte alone had delayed tle | 
offer of his hand. But he had never for a moment supposed } | 
that he would be refused; he was so used to the adulation ot | 
mothers who had daughters to marry, and of even the daughters | 
themselves; he had been so accustomed to feel himself the 
leading personage in an assembly—although half the wits of the 
age had been there, and he could only say, “ Haw, to be sure!” 
and “By Jove!”—he had been so spoiled by the flatteries ot 
bright eyes that had looked, or seemed to look, the brighter 
when he drew near, that without being possessed of one shadow 
of personal vanity, he had yet come to think that he had only 
to make an offer to the prettiest girl in Hssex, to behold | 
himself immediately accepted. 

“Yes,” he would say complacently to some admiring satel- | 
lite, I know I’m a good match, and I know what makes the 
gals so civil. They’re very pretty, and they’re very friendly to 
8 fellow; but I don’t care about ’em. They’re all alike—they | 
can only drop their eyes and say, ‘Lor, Sir Harry, and why do | 
you call that curly black dog a retriever?’ or, ‘Oh, Sir Harry, 
and did the poor mare really sprain her pastern shoulder- 
blade?’ I haven’t got much brains myself, I know,” the 
baronet would add, deprecatingly ; “and 1 don’t want a strong- | 
minded woman, who writes books and wears green spectacles ; ; 
but, hang it! I like a girl who knows what she’s talking about.” | 

So when Alicia said “No,” or rather made that pretty speech | 
about esteem and respect, which well-bred young ladies sub- | 
stitute for the obnoxious monosyllable, Sir Harry Towers felt 
that the whole fabric of the future he had built up so com- 
placently was shivered into & heap of dingy ruins. | 

Sir Michael grasped him warmly by the hand just before the | 
young man mounted his horse in the courtyard. | 

“T’m very sorry, Towers,” he said. “You’re as good a 
fellow as ever breathed, and would have made my girl an 
excellent husband; but you know there’s a cousin, and 1 think | | 
that" | 

“Don’t say that, Sir Michael,” interposed the fox-huntcr, | 
energetically. “I can get over anything but that. A fellow | 
whose hand upon the curb weighs half a ton (why, he pulled 

the Cavalier’s mouth to pieces, sir, the day you let him ride the 
horse); a fellow who turns his collars down, and eats bread and 
marmalade! No, no, Sir Michael; it’s a queer world, but I 
can’t think that of Miss Audley. There must be some one ip 
the background, sir: it can’t be the cousin.” 
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Sir Michael shook his head as the rejected suitor rode away 

“I don’t know about that,” he muttered. “ Bob’s a good 
lad, and the girl might do worse; but he hangs back, as if he 
didn’t care for her. ‘here’s some mystery—there’s some 
mystery!” 

The old baronet said this in that semi-thoughtful tone with 
which we speak of other people’s affairs. The shadows of the 
early winter twilight, gathering thickest under the low oak 
veiling of the hall, and the quaint curve of the arched doorway, 
fell darkly round his handsome head; but the light of his 
declining iife, Ins beautiful and beloved young wife, was near 
him, and he could see no shadows when she was by. 

She came skipping through the hall to meet him, and shaking 
et golden ringlets, buried her bright head on her husband's 
breast. 

“So the last of our visitors is gone, dear, and we’re all alone,” 
she said. “ Isn’t that nice P ” 
ee Yes, darling,” he answered, fondly smoothing her bright 

ir. 

“Except Mr. Robert Audley. How long is that nephew of 
yours going to stay here?” 

“ As long as he likes, my pet; he’s always welcome,” said 
the baronet; and then, as if remembering himself, he added 
tenderly, “ but not unless his visit is agreeable to you, darling; 
not if his lazy habits, or his smoking, or his dogs, or anything 
about him, is displeasing to you.” 

Lady Audley pursed up her rosy lips, and looked thoughtfully 
at the ground. 

“Ttisn’t that,” she said, hesitatingly. “Mr. Audley is a 
very agreeable young man, and a very honourable young man; 
but you know, Sir Michael, I’m rather a young aunt for such a 
nephew, an 0 

* And what, Lucy P” asked the baronet, fiercely 

“ Poor Alicia is rather jealous of any attention Mr. Audley 
pays me, and—and—lI think it would be better for her happiness 
if your nephew were to bring his visit to a close.” 

“ He shall go to-night, Lucy!” exclaimed Sir Michael. “T’ve 
been a, blind, neglectful fool not to have thought of this before. 
My lovely little darling, it was scarcely just to Bob to expose 
the poor lad to your fascinations. I know him to be as good 
and true-hearted a fellow as ever breathed, but—but—he shall 
go to-night,” 

“But you won’t be too abrupt, dear! You won’t be rude P” 

“Rude! No, Lucy. i left him smoking in the lime-walk, 
a go and tell him that he must get out of the house in an 

our. 


So in that leafless avenue, under whose gloomy shade George 
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Talboys had stood on that thunderous evening before the day of 
his disappearance, Sir Michael Audley told his nephew that the 
Court was no home for him, and that my lady was too young 
and pretty to accept the attentions of a handsome nephew of 
eigkt-and-twenty. 

Robert only shrugged his shoulders and elevated his thick 
black eyebrows, as Sir Michael delicately hinted all this. 

“TI have been attentive to my lady,” he said. “ She interests 
me—strongly, strangely interests me;” and then, with a chango 
in his voice, and an emotion not common to him, he turned to 
the baronet, and grasping his hand, exclaimed— God forbid, 
my dear uncle, that £ should ever bring trouble upon such q 
noble heart as yours! God forbid that the lightest shadow of 
dishonour should ever fall upon your honoured head—least ot 
all through any agency of mine!” 

The young man uttered these few words in a broken and 
disjointed fashion, in which Sir Michael had never heard him 
Say before, and then, turning away his head, fairly broke 

own. 

He left the Court that night, but he did not go far. Instead 
of taking the evening train for London, he went straight up to 
the little village of Mount Stanning, and walking into the 
neatly-kept inn, asked Phoebe Marks if he could be accommo- 
dated with apartments. 





CHAPTER XVII. 
AT THE CASTLE INN. 


Tux sitting-room into which Phosbe Marks ushered the baronet’s 
nephew was situated on the ground floor, and only separated by 
a lath-and-plaster partition from the little bar-parlour occupied. 
by the innkeeper and his wife. 

It seemed as though the wise architect who had superintended 
the building of the Castle Inn had taken especial care that 
nothing but the frailest and most flimsy material should be 
employed in its construction, and that the wind, having a special 
fancy for this unprotected spot, should have full play for the 
indulgence of its caprices. 

To this end, pitiful woodwork had been used instead of 
solid masonry; rickety ceilings had been propped up by fragile 
rafters, and beams that threatened on every stormy night to fall 
upon the heads of those beneath them. or this purpose had 
ne Castle Inn been provided with doors whose speciality was 
never to be shut, yet always to be banging ; windows constructed 
with a peculiar vies to letting in the draught when they were 
closed, and rattling like astanets when they were open. ‘The 
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hand of genius had devised this lonely country inn; and there 
was not an inch of woodwork or a trowelful of plaster employed 
in all the rickety construction, that did not offer its own 
peculiar weak point to every assault of its indefatigable foe. 

Robert looked about him with a feeble smile of resignation. 

It was a change, decidedly, from the luxurious comfort of 
Audley Court, and it was rather a strange fancy of the young 
barrister to prefer loitering at this dreary village hostelry, to 
returning to his snug chambers in Fig-tree Court. 

But he had brought his Lares and Penates with hin, in the 
shape of his German pipe, his tobacco canister, half a dozen 
French novels, and his two ill-conditioned canine favourites, who 
sat shivering before the smoky little fire, barking shortly and 
sharply now and then, by way of hinting their desire for some 
slight refreshment. 

While Mr. Robert Audley contemplated his ~.ew quarters, 
Phoebe Marks summoned a little village lad who was in the 
habit of running errands for her, and taking him into the 
kitchen, gave him a tiny note, carefully folded and sealed. 

“ You know Audley Court ?” 

“Yes, mum.” 

_ “If you'll run there with this letter to-night, and see that 
it’s put safely into Lady Audley’s hands, [Il give you a 
shilling.” 

“Yes, mum.” 

“You understand? Ask to see my lady ; you can say you've 
& message—not a note, mind—but a message from Phoebe 
Marks; and when you see her give this into her own hand.” 

“Yes, mum.” 

“ You won’t forget P” 

No, mum.” 

“'Then be off with you.” 

The boy waited for no second bidding, but in another moment 
was scudding along the hilly high road, down the sharp descent 
that led to Audley. 

Phœbe Marks went to the window, and looked out at the 
‘black figure of the lad hurrying through the dusky winter 
evening, 

“If there’s any bad meaning in his coming here,” she 
thought, “my lady will know of it in time, at any rate.” 

. Phoebe herself brought the neatly-arranged tea-tray, and the 
little covered dish of ham and eggs which had been prepared for 
e unlooked-for visitor. Her pale hair was as smoothl 

braided, and her light grey dress fitted as precisely as of ol 
€ same neutral tints pervaded her person and her dress; no 

showy rog3-coloured ribbons or rustling silk gown proclaimed the 

well-to-do innkeeper’s wife. Phosbe Marks was a person who 
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never lost her individuality. Silent and self-contained, she 
seemed to hold herself within herself, and take no colour from 
the outer world. 

Robert looked at her thoughtfully as she spread the cloth 
and drew the table nearer to the fireplace. 

“That,” he thought, “is a woman who could keep a secret.” 

The dogs looked rather suspiciously at the quiet figure of 
Mrs. Marks gliding softly about the room, from the teapot to 
the caddy, and from the caddy to the kettle singing on the hob. 

“Will you pour out my tea for me, Mrs. Marks?” gaid 
Robert, seating himself in a horsehair-covered arm-chair, which 
fitted him as tightly in every direction as if he had been 
measured for it. 

“ You have come straight from the Court, sir P ” gaid Phoebe. 
as she handed Robert the sugar-basin. 

“Yes; Lomy left my uncle’s an hour ago.” 

“ And my lady, sir, was she quite well ? ” 

“Yes, quite well.” 

“ As gay and light-hearted as ever, sir P” 

“ As gay and light-hearted as ever.” 

Phoebe retired respectfully after having.given Mr. Audley 
his tea, but as she stood with her hand upon the lock of the 
door he spoke again. 

“You knew Lady Audley when she was Miss Lucy Graham, 
did you not?” he asked. 

“Yes, sir. I lived at Mrs. Dawson’s when my lady was 
governess there.” 

“Indeed! Was she long in the surgeon’s family P” 

“ A year and a half, sir.” 

“ And she came from London P” 

“Yes, sir.” 

‘ And she was an orphan, I believe P” 

Yes, sir.” 

“ Always as cheerful as she is now P” 

“Always, sir.” 

Robert emptied his teacup and handed it to Mrs. M tks. 
Their eyes met—a lazy look in his, and an active, searching 
glance in hers. 

“This woman would be good in a witness-box,” he thousht; 
“it would take a clever lawyer to bother her in a cr gs. 
examination.” 

He finished his second cup of tea, pushed away his plate, 
fed his dogs, and lighted his pipe, while Phosbe carried off the 
fea-tray. 

The wind came whistling up across the frosty open country, 
and through the leafless woods, and rattled fiercely at the 
window-frames. 
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“ There’s a triangul 


at draught from those two windows and 


the door that scarcely adds to the comfort of this apartment,” 


mrurrared Robert; “ 


and there certainly are pleasanter sensa- 


tions than that of standing up to one’s knees in cold water.” 


He poked the fire, 


patted his dogs, put on his great-coat, 


rolled a rickety old sofa close to the hearth, wrapped his legs 
in his railway-rug, and stretching himself at full length upon 
the narrow horsehair cushion, smoked his pipe, and watched 
the bluish-grey wreaths curling slowly upwards to the dingy 


ceiling. 


0,” he murmured again; “that is a woman who can keep 
a secret. A counsel for the prosecution would get very little 


out of her.” 


I have said that the bar-parlour was only separated from the 
sitting-room occupied by Robert by a lath-and-plaster parti- 
tion. The young barrister could hear the two or three village 
tradesmen and a couple of farmers laughing and talking round 


the bar, while Luke 
liquors. 


Marks served them from his stock of 


Very often he could even hear their words, especially the 
landlord’s, for he spoke in a coarse, loud voice, and had a more 


boastful manner than 


any of his customers. 


“ The man is a fool,” said Robert, as he laid down his pipe. 
“T'll go and talk to him by and by.” 


He waited till the 


few visitors to the Castle had dropped 


away one D one, and when Luke Marks had bolted the front 


door upon the last of 
. bar-parlour where the 


his customers, he strolled quietly into the 
landlord was seated with his wife. 


Phœbe was busy at a little table, upon which stood à prim 
workbox, with every reel of cotton and glistening steel bodkia 
in its appointed place. She was darning the coarse grey 
stockings which adorned her husband’s awkward feet, but she 
did her work as daintily as if they had been my lady’s delicata 


silken hose. 


It has been said that she took no colour from external things 
The vague air of refinement that pervaded her nature clung ta 
her as closely in the society of her boorish husband at the 
Castle Inn, as in Lady Audley’s fairy boudoir at the Court. 

She lookel up suddenly as Robert entered the bar-parlour. 
There was rome shade of disquietude in her pale grey eyes 
which changed to an expression of anxiety—nay, rather, almost 
of terror—as she glanced from Mr. Audley to Luke Marks. 

“T have come in for a few minutes’ chat Lefore I go to bed,” 
gaid Robert, settling himself very comfortably before the cheer 
ful fire. “Would you object to a cigar, Mrs. Marks? I mean, 
of course, to my smoking one,” he added, explanatorily. 


“Not at all, sir.” 
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“It would be a good ’un her objectin’ to a bit o” bacea,” 
ae Mr. Marks, “when me and the customers smokes all 


Robert lighted his cigar with a gilt-paper match of Phasbe’s 
making that adorned the chimney-piece, and took half a dozen 
reflective puffs before he spoke. 

“I want you to tell me all about Mount Stanning, Mr, 
Marks,” he said presently. 

“ Then that’s pretty soon told,” replied Luke, with a harsh, 
grating laugh. “Of all the dull holes as ever a man set foot 
m, this is about the dullest. Not that the business don’t pay 
pretty tidy ; I don’t complain of that; but I should ha’ liked 
a public at Chelmsford, or Brentwood, or Romford, or some 
ee where there’s a bit of life in the streets; and I might, 

ave had it,” he added discontentedly, “if folks hadn’t been 
30 precious stingy.” 

As her husband muttered this complaint in a grumbling 
under-tone, Phoebe looked up from her work and spoke to him. 

“We forgot the brewhouse door, Luke,” she said. “Will 
you come with me and help me put up the bar ?” 

“The brew-house door can bide for to-night,” said Mr. 
Marks; “I ain’t agoin’ to move now I’ve seated myself for a 
comfortable smoke.” 

He took a long clay pipe from a corner of the fender as he 
spoke, and began to fill it deliberately. 

“JT don’t feel easy about that brewhouse door, Luke,” remon- 
strated his wife; “there are always tramps about, and they can 
get in easily when the bar isn’t up.” 

“Go and put the bar up yourself, then, can’t you P” answered 
Mr. Marks. 

“Its too heavy for me to lift.” 

“ Then let it bide, if you’re too fine a lady to see to it your- 
self. You’re very anxious all of a sudden about this here 
brewhouse door. X suppose you don’t want me to open my 
mouth to this gest. Vhat’s about it. Oh, you needn’t frown 
at me to stop my spe.king! You're always putting in your 
tongue and clipping off my words before I’ve half said ‘em; 
but I won’t stand it. Do you hear? I won’t stand it! ” 

Phoebe Marks shrugged her shoulders, folded her work, skut 
her workbox, and crossing her hands in her lap, sat with her 
grey eyes fixed upon her husband’s bull-dog face. 

“Then you don’t particularly care to live at Mount Stan- 
ning?” said Robert, politely, as if anxious to change the 
conversation. 

“No, I don’t,” answered Luke; “and I don’t care who knows. 
it: and, as I said before, if folks hadn’t been so precious mean, 
I might have had a public in a thrivin’ market town instead af 
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this tumble-down old place, where a man has his hair blowed 
off his head on a windy day. What's fifty pounds, or what’s a 
hundred pound. ad 

“Luke! Luke!” 

“No, you’re not agoin’ to stop my mouth with all your 
‘Luke, Lukes!’ answered Mr. Marks, to his wife’s remon- 
atrance. “I say again, what’s a hundred pound P” 

“No,” answered Robert Audley, speaking with wonderful 
distinctness, and addressing his words to Luke Marks, but 
fixing his eyes upon Phosbe’s anxious face. “ What, indeed, 18 
a hundred pounds to a man possessed of the power which you 
hold, or rather which your wife holds, over the person in 
question P” 

Phosbe’s face, at all times almost colourless, seemed scarcely 
zapable of growing paler; but as her eyelids dropped under 
Robert Audley’s searching glance, a visible change came over 
the pallid hues of her complexion. 

“A quarter to twelve,” said Robert, looking at his watch. 
“Late hours for such a quiet village as Mount Stanning. 
Good night, my worthy host! Good night, Mrs. Marks! You 
needn’t send me my shaving water till nine o’clock to-morrow 
morning.” 





CHAPTER XVIII. 
ROBERT RECEIVES AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR. 


Eteven o’clock struck the next morning, and found Mr. Robert 
Audley still lounging over the neatly-arranged little breakfast 
table, with one of his dogs at each side of his arm-chair, regard- 
ing him with watchful eyes and opened mouth, awaiting the 
expected morsel of ham or toast. Robert had a county paper 
on his knees, and made a feeble effort now and then to read the 
first page, which was filled with advertisements of farming 
stock, quack medicines, and other interesting matter. 

The weather had changed, and the snow, which had for the 
last few days been looming blackly in the frosty sky, fell in 
great feathery flakes against the windows, and lay piled in the 
Uttle bit of garden ground without. 

The long, lonely road leading towards Audley seemed un- 
trodden by a footstep, as Robert looked out at the wintry 
landscape. 

“ Lively,” he said, “for a man used to the fascinations of 
Temple Bar !”? 

As he watched the snow-flakes falling every moment thicker 
and faster upon the lonely road, he was surprised to see a 
brougham driving slowly up the hill. 

“T wonder what unhappy wreth has too restless a spirit ta 


ÿ 
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stop at home on such a morning as this,” he muttered, as he 
returned to the arm-chair by the fire. 

He had only reseated himself a few minutes when Phœbe 
Marks entered the room to announce Lady Audley. 

“Lady Audley! Pray beg her to come in,” said Robert; and 
shen, as Phoebe left the room to usher in this unexpected visitor, 
he muttered between his teeth,— 

‘A false move, my lady, and one I never looked for from 
you.” 

Lucy Audley was radiant on this cold and snowy January 
morning. Common people’s noses may be rudely assailed by 
the sharp fingers of the grim ice-king, but not my lady’s; the 
lips of ordinary mortals may turn pale and blue with thé chill- 
ing influence of the bitter weather, but my lady’s pretty lite 
rosebud of a mouth retained its bright colouring and fruity 
freshness. 

She was wrapped in the very sables which Robert Audley had 
brought from Russia, and carried a muff which the young man 
thought seemed almost as big as herself. . 

She looked a childish, helpless, babyfied little creature; and 
Robert watched her with some touch of pity in his eyes, as she 
came up to the hearth by which he was standing, and warmed 
her tiny gloved hands at the blaze. 

“What a morning, Mr. Audley,” she said, “what a 
morning |” 

“Yes, indeed! Why did you come out in such weather, 
Lady Audley P”? 

“ Because I wished to see you—particularly.” 

“Indeed !” 

“Yes,” said my lady, with an air of considerable embarrass- 
ment, playing with the button of her glove, and almost wrench- 
ing it off in her restlessness—“ yes, Mr. Audley, I felt that you 
had not been well treated ; that—that you had, in short, reason 
to complain; and that an apology was due to you.” 

“Tdo not wish for any apology, Lady Audley.” 

“But you are entitled to one,” answered my lady, quietly. 
“Why, my dear Robert, should we be so very ceremonious 


. towards each other? You were very comfortable at Audley; 


we were very glad to have you there; but my dear, silly husband 
must needs take it into his foolish head that it is dangerous for 


- his poor little wife’s peace of mind to have a nephew of eight or 


nine and twenty smoking his cigars in her boudoir, and, behold! 
our pleasant little family ‘circle is broken up at a moment’s 
notice.” ; 

Lucy Audley spoke with that peculiar childish vivacity whic 
seemed so natural to her. Robert looked down almost sadly at 
her ïrirht, animated face. 
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“Lady Audley,” he said, “Heaven forbid that either you oy 
[should ever bring grief or dishonour upon my uncle’s generous 
heart! Better, perhaps, that I should be out of the house— 
better, perhaps, that I had never entered it!” 

My lady had been looking at the fire while her nephew spoke, 
but at his last words she lifted her head suddenly, and looked 
him full in the face with a wondering expression—an earnest, 
questioning gaze, whose full meaning the young barrister 
understood. 

“Oh, pray do not be alarmed, Lady Audley,” he said, gravely. 
“You have no sentimental nonsense, no silly infatuation, bor- 
rowed from Balzac, or Dumas jils, to fear from me. M 
acquaintance of the Temple will tell you that Robert Audley is 
troubled with none of the epidemics whose outward signs are 
urn-down collars and Byronic neck-ties. I say that I wish I 
had, never entered my uncle’s house during the last year; but 
If say it with a far more solemn meaning inan any sentimental 
one.” 

My lady surugged her shoulders. 

“Tf you insist on talking in enigmas, Mr. Audley,” she said, 
gees must forgive a poor little woman if she declines to answer 

16m.” 

Robert made no reply to this speech. 

“But tell me,” said my lady, with an entire change of tone, 
“what could have induced you to come up to this dismal 
place P” 

“ Curiosity.” 

“ Curiosity !” 

“Yes; I felt an interest in that bull-necked man, with the 
dark red hair and wicked grey eyes. A dangerous man, my 
a man in whose power I should not like to find myself.” 

sudden change came over Lady Audley’s face; the pretty 
roseate flush faded from her cheeks, and left them waxen white, 
and angry flashes lightened in her blue eyes. 

“What have I done to you, Robert Audley,” she cried 
passionately —* what have I done to you, that you should hate 

€soP” 

He answered her very gravely ,— 

Thad a friend, Lady Audley, whom I loved very dearly, 
and since I have lost him I feel that my feelings towards other 
people are strangely embittered.” 

+ 0U Mean—the Mr. Talboys who went to Australia P” 

"Yes, I mean the Mr. Talboys, who I was told set out fo: 
Liverpool with the idea of gor 3 to Australia.” 


wand you do not believe in his having sailed for Australia P* 
“T do not.” 


* Rot why not?” a 
q 
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“Forgive me, Lady Audley, # I decline to answer thai 
question.” 

“ As you please,” she said, carelessly. 

“A week after my friend disappeared,” continued Robert, 
“T posted an advertisement to the Sydney and Melbourne 
papers, calling upon him, if he was in either city when the 
advertisement appeared, to write and tell me of his where- 
abouts, and also calling on any one who had met him, either in 
the colonies or on the voyage out, to give me any information 
respecting him. George Talboys left Essex, or disappeared 
from Essex, on the 7th of September last. I ought to receive 
some answer to my advertisement by the end of this month. 
To-day is the 27th: the time draws very near.” 

“ And if you receive no answer?” asked Lady Audley. ° 

“Tf I receive no answer I shall think that my fears have 
been not unfounded, and I shall do my best to act.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Ah! Lady Audley, you remind me how very powerless I 
am in this matter. My friend might have been made away 
with in this very inn, stabbed to death upon this hearth-stone 
on which I now stand, and I might stay here for a twelve- 
month, and go away at the last as ignorant of his fate as if I 
had never crossed the threshold. What do we know of the 
mysteries that may hang about the houses we enter? If I 
were to go to-morrow into that common-place, plebeian, eight- 
roomed house in which Maria Manning and her husband .mur- 
dered their guest, I should have no consciousness of that 
bygone horror. Foul deeds have been done under the most 
hospitable roofs, terrible crimes have been committed amid the 
fairest scenes, and have left no trace upon the spot where they 
were done. I do not believe in mandrake, or in blood-staing 
that no time can efface. I believe rather that we may walk 
unconsciously in an atmosphere of crime, and breathe none the 
less freely. I believe that we may look into the smiling face of 
a murderer, and admire its tranquil beauty.” 

My lady laughed at Robert’s earnestness. 

“ You seem to have quite a taste for discussing these horribla 
subjects,” she said, rather scornfully ; “you ought to have been à 
detective police officer.” 

re oe think I should have been a good one.” . 

6 y LE 

“Because I am patient.” 

“But to return to Mr. George Talboys, whom you lost sight 
of in your eloquent disquisition. What if you receive no answer 
to your advertisements P ” 

“T shall then consider myself justified in concluding that my 
friend is dead.” 


1 % 











Robert receives an Unexpected Visitor. 113 


# Yes: and then—— >” 

“TJ shall examine the effects he left at my chambers.” 

“ [ndeed; and what are they? Coats, waistcoats, varnished 
ey and meerschaum pipes, I suppose,” said Lady Audley, 
laughing. 

“No; letters—letters from his friends, his old school-fellows 
his father, his brother officers.” 

EN aig 

* Letters, too, from his wife.” 

My lady was silent for some few moments, looking thought- 
fully at the fire. 

“ Have you ever seen any of the letters written by the late 
Mrs. Talboys P ” she asked presently. 

“Never. Poor soul! her letters are not likely to throw much 
light upon my friend’s fate. I dare say she wrote the usual 
womanly scrawl. There are very few who write so charming 
and so uncommon a hand as yours, Lady Audley.” 

“Ah! you know my handwriting, of course ? ” 

“Yes, [ know it very well indeed.” 

My lady warmed her hands once more, and then taking up 
the big muff which she had laid aside upon a chair, prepared to 
depart. 

Z You have refused to accept my apology, Mr. Audley,” she 
said; “but I trust you are not the less assured of my feelings 
towards you.” 

“ Perfectly assured, Lady Audley.” 

“Then good-bye, and let me recommend you not to stay long 
in this miserable draughty place, if you do not wish to take 
theumatism back to Fig-tree Court.” 

; “I shall return to town to-morrow morning to see after my 
utters.” 

“Then, once more, good-bye.” 

She held out her hand; he took it loosely in his own. It 
seemed such a feeble little hand that he might have crushed it 
in his strong grasp, had he chosen to be so pitiless. 

He attended her to her carriage, and watched it as it drove 
off, not towards Audley, but in the direction of Brentwood, 
which was about six miles from Mount Stanning. 

About an hour and a half after this, as Robert stood at the 
door of the inn, smoking a cigar and watching the snow falling 
in the whitened fields opposite, he saw the brougham drive back, 
empty this time, to the door of the inn. 

“ Have you taken Lady Audley back to the Court?” he said 
to the coachman, who had stopped to call for a mug of hot 
spiced ale. 

“No, sir; I’ve just come from the Brentwood station. My 
lady started for London by the 12.40 train.” 
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“For town?” 
“Yes, sir.” 

“My lady gone to London!” said Robert, as ho returned 
to the little sitting-room. “Then Pll follow her by the next 
train; and if I’m not very much mistaken, I know where to 
find her.” é 

He packed his portmanteau, paid his bill, which was carefully 
receipted by Phoebe Marks, fastened his dogs together with a 
couple of leathern collars and a chain, and stepped into the 
rumbling fly kept at the Castle Inn for the convenience of 
Mount Stanning. He caught an express that left Brentwood 
at three o’clock, and settled himself comfortably in a corner of 
an empty first-class carriage, coiled up in_a couple of huge 
railway rugs, and smoking a cigar in mild defiance of the 
authorities. “The Company may make as many bye-laws as 
they please,” he murmured, “but I shall take the liberty of 
enjoying my cheroot as long as I’ve half-a-crown left to give 
the guard.” 


CHAPTER XIX. 
THE BLACKSMITH’S MISTAKE. 


Ir was exactly five minutes past four as Mr. Robert Audley 
stepped out upon the platform at Shoreditch, and waited placidly 
until such time as his dogs and his portmanteau should be de- 
livered up to the attendant porter who had called his cab, anc 
undertaken the general conduct of his affairs, with that dism- 
terested courtesy which does such infinite credit to a class os 
servitors who are forbidden to accept the tribute of a grateful 
public. Robert Audley waited with consummate patience for 
a considerable time; but as the express was generally a long 
train, and as there were a great many passengers from Norfolk 
carrying guns and pointers, and other paraphernalia of a critical 
description, it took a long while to make matters agreeable to 
all claimants, and even the barrister’s seraphic indifference to 
mundane affairs nearly gave way. 

“Perhaps, when that gentleman who is making such a noise 
about a pointer with liver-coloured spots, has discovered the 


prea pointer and spots that he wants—which happy come ° 


ination of events scarcely seems likely to arrive—they’ll give 
me my luggage and let me go. The designing wretches knew 
at a glance that I was born to be imposed upon; and that if 
they were to trample the life out of me upon this very platform, 
I should never have the spirit to bring an action against the 
Company.” Suddenly an idea seemed to strike him, and be 
left the porter to struggle for the custody of his gooÿs and 
walked round to the other side of the station. 
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Ze had heard a bell ring, and, looking at the clock, had re- 
membered that the down train for Colchester started at this 
sime. He had learned what it was to have an honest purpose 
since the disappearance of George Talboys ; and he reached the 
epposite platform in time to see the passengers take their seats. 

There was one lady who had evidently only just arrived at 
the station; for she hurried on to the platiorm at the very 
moment that Robert approached the train, and almost ran 
against that gentleman in her haste and excitement. 

“T beg your pardon * she began, ceremoniously ; then 
raising her eyes from Mr. Audley’s waistcoat, which was about 
on a level with her pretty face, she exclaimed, “ Robert! You 
in London already P” 

“Yes, Lady Audley; you were quite right, the Castle Inn is 
8 dismal place, and PE 

“You got tired of it—I knew you would. Please open the 
carriage door for me: the train will start in two minutes.” 

Robert Audley was looking at his uncle’s wife with rather a 

uzzled expression of countenance. 

“ What does it mean?” he thought. “She is altogether a 
different being to the wretched, helpless creature who dropped 
her mask for a moment, and looked at me with her own pitiful 
face, in the little room at Mount Stanning, four hours ago. 
What has nappened to cause the change pe 

He opened the door for her while he thought this, and helped 
her to settle herself in her seat, spreading her furs over her 
knees, and arranging the huge velvet mantle in which her 
slender little figure was almost hidden. 

“Thank you very much; how good you are to me!” she 
said, as he did this. “ You will think me very foolish to travel 
upon such a day, without my dear darling’s knowledge +00; 
but I went up to town to settle a very terrific milliner’s bill, 
which I did not wish my best of husbands to see; for indulgent 
as he is, he might think me extravagant ; and I cannot bear to 
suffer even in his thoughts.” 

“ Heaven forbid that you ever should, Lady Audley!” Robert 
said, gravely. 

She looked at him for a moment with a smile, which had 
something defiant in its brightness. 

& Heaven forbid it, indeed!” she murmured. “I don’t think 
X ever shall.” 

The second bell rang, and the train moved as she spoke. The 
last Robert Audley saw of her was that bright defiant smile. 

“Whatever object brought her to London has been success 








fally accomplished,” he thought. ‘Has she baffled me by some 


piece of womanly jugglery? Am I never to get any nearer to 
the truth; but am I to be tormented all my life br ~ague 
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doubts, and wretched suspicions, which may grow upon me till 
I become a monomaniac ? Why did she come to London ?” 

He was still pondering this question as he ascended the stairs 
in Fig-tree Court, with one of his dogs under each arm, and hig 
railway rugs over his shoulder. 

He found his chambers in their accustomed order. The 
geraniums had been carefully tended, and the canaries had ro- 
tired for the night under cover of a square of green baize. All 
the arrangements of the place testified to the care of honest 
Mrs. Maloney. Robert cast a hurried glance round the sitting. 
room; then setting down the dogs upon the hearth-rug, he | 
walked straight into the little inner chamber which served ag 
his dressing-room. 

It was in this room that he kept disused portmanteaus, bate 
tered japanned cases, and other lumber; and it was in this room 
that George Talboys had left his luggage. Robert lifted a port- 
manteau from the top of a large trunk, and kneeling down be- 
fore it with a lighted candle in his hand, carefully examined the 
lock. 

To all appearance it was exactly in the same condition in 
which George had left it when he laid his mourning garments 
aside and placed them in this shabby repository, with all other 
memorials of his dead wife. Robert brushed hig coat-sleeve 
across the worn leather-covered lid, upon which the initials G. ay 
were inscribed with big brass-headed nails; but Mrs. Maloney, 
the laundress, must have been the most precise of housewives, 
for neither the portmanteau nor the trunk were dusty. 

Mr. Audley despatched a boy to fetch his Irish ‘attendant, 
and paced up and down his sitting-room, waiting anxiously for 
her arrival. 

She came in about ten minutes, and, after expressing her 
delight in the return of “the masther,” humbly awaited his 
orders. 

“T only sent for you to ask if anybody has been here; that 
is to say, if anybody has applied to you tor the key of my rooms 
to-day—any lady P” 

“Lady? No, indeed, yer honour; there’s been no lady for 
the kay; barrin’ it’s the blacksmith yer honour manes.” 

“The blacksmith !” 

“Yes; the blacksmith yer honour ordered to come to-day.” 

“TI order a blacksmith !” exclaimed Robert. “T left a bottle 


_ of French brandy in the cupboard,” he thought, “and Mrs. M, 


has been evidently enjoying herself.” 

“Sure, and the blacksmith yer honour tould to say to the 
locks,” replied Mrs. Maloney. ‘It’s him that lives down in one 
of the little sthrates by the bridge,” she added, giving a very 
lucid description of the mar’ hereabouts. { | 
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Robert lifted his eyebrows in mute despair. ; 

“Tf you'll sit down and compose yourself, Mrs. M.,” he said 
—he abbreviated her name thus on principle, for the avoidance 
sf unnecessary labour—‘ perhaps we shall be able by-and-by te 
understand each other. You say a blacksmith has been here P” 

“Sure and I did, sir.” 

“To-day P” 

Quite correct, sir.” 

Step by step Mr. Audley elicited the following information. 
A locksmith had called upon Mrs. Maloney that afternoon at 
three o’clock, and had asked for the key of Mr. Audley’s 
chambers, in order that he might look to the locks of the doors, 
which he stated were all out of repair. He declared that he was 
acting upon Mr. Audley’s own orders, conveyed to him by a 
letter from the country, where the gentleman was spending 
his Christmas. Mrs. Maloney, believing in the truth of this 
statement, had admitted the man to the chambers, where he 
stayed about half an hour. 

“ But you were with him while he examined the locks, I 
suppose P ” Mr. Audley asked. 

“ Sure I was, sir, in and out, as you may say, all the time; 
for I’ve been cleaning the stairs this afternoon, and I took 
the ey to begin my scouring while the man was at 
work.” 

“Oh, you were in and out all the time. If you could con- 
veniently give me a plain answer, Mrs. M., I should be glad to 
know what was the longest time that you were out while the 
locksmith was in my chambers? ” 

But Mrs. Maloney could not give a plain answer. It might 
have been ten minutes; though she didn’t think it was as much. 
Tt might have been a quarter of an hour; but she was sure it 
wasn't more. It didn’t seem to her more than five minutes; 
but “thim stairrs, your honour—” and here she rambled off 
into a disquisition upon the scouring of stairs in general, and the 
stairs outside Robert’s chambers in particular. 

Mr. Audley sighed the sigh of mournful resignation. 

“ Never mind, Mrs. M.,” he said, “the locksmith had plenty 
of time to do anything he wanted to do, I dare say, without your 

elng any the wiser.” 
rs. Maloney stared at her employer with mingled surprise 
end alarm. 

“ Sure, there wasn’t anythin’ for him to stale, your honour, 
barrin the birrds and the geranums, and——” 

“No, no, I understand. There, that’ll do, Mrs. M. Tell me 
where the man lives, and I’ll go and see him.” 

“ But you'll have a bit of dinner first, sir P ” 

“T'll go and see the locksmith before I have my dinner.” 
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He took up his hat as he announced his determination, and 
walked towards the door. 

“The man’s address, Mrs. M.? ” 

The Irishwoman directed him to a small street at the back 
of St. Bride’s Church, and thither Mr. Robert Audley quietlr 
strolled, through themiry slush which simple Londoners call snow. 

He found the locksmith, and, at the sacrifice of the crown of 
nis hat, contrived to enter the low narrow doorway of a little 
open shop. A jet of gas was flaring in the unglazed window, 
and there was a very merry party in the little room behind the 
shop; but no one responded to Roberts “Hulloa!” The 
reason of this was sufliciently obvious. This merry party was 
so much abgorbed in its own merriment as to be deaf to all 
common-place summonses from the outer world; and it was 


. only when Robert, advancing farther into the cavernous little 


shop, made so bold as to open the half-glass door which separated 
him from the merry-makers, that he succeeded in obtaining their 
attention. 

À very jovial picture of the Teniers school was presented to 
Mr. Robert Audley upon the opening of this door. 

The locksmith, with his wile and family, and two or three 
droppers-in of the female sex, were clustered about a table, which 
was adorned by two bottles: not vulgar bottles of that colour- 
less extract of the juniper berry much affected by the masses; 
but of bond fide port and sherry—fiercely strong sherry, which 
left a fiery taste in the mouth; nut-brown sherry—rather 
unnaturally brown if anything—and fine old port; no sickly 


vintage, faded and thin from excessive age; but a rich, full-bodied 


wine, sweet and substantial, and high coloured. 


The locksmith was speaking as Robert Audley opened the . 


door. 
“ And with that,” he said, “she walked off, as graceful as 
you please.” 

The whole party was thrown into confusion by the appearance 
of Mr. Audley ; butit was to be observed that the locksmith was 
more embarrassed than his companions. He set down his glass 
go hurriedly, that he spilt his wine, and wiped his mouth 
nervously with the back of his dirty hand. 

“You called. at my chambers to-day,” Robert said, quietly, 
“Don’t let me disturb you, ladies.” This to the droppers-in. 
“You called at my chambers to-day, Mr. White, and——” 

The man interrupted him. 

“T hope, sir, you'll be so good as to look over the mistake,” 
he stammered. “I’m sure, sir, I’m very sorry it should hava 
occurred. Iwas sent for to another gentleman’s chambers, 
Mr. Alwin, in Garden-court, and the name slipped my memory} 
and having done odd jobs before for you, I thought it must bi 
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où ag wanted meto-day; and I called at Mrs. Malor.ey’s for the 
Le accordin’; but directly I see the lecks in your chambers, I 
says to myself, ‘the gentleman’s locks ain’t out of order; the 
entleman don’t want his locks repaired.’” 

“ But you stayed half an hour.” 

“Yes, sir; for there was one lock out of order—the door 
nighest the staircase—and I took it off and cleaned it, and put 
it on again. I won’t charge you nothin’ for the job, and I 
hope as you'll be so good as to look over the mistake as has 
aan? which I’ve been in business thirteen year come July, 
and ? 

“Nothing of this kind ever happened before, I suppose,” said 
Robert, gravely. “No, it’s altogether a singular kind of business, 
not likely to come about every day. You've been enjoying your- 
self this evening, I see, Mr. White. Yeu’ve done a good stroke 
of work to-day, I’ll wager—made a lucky hit, and you’re what 

ou call ‘standing treat,’ eh P” 

Robert Audley looked straight into the man’s dingy face aa 
he spoke. The locksmith was not a bad-looking fellow, and 
there was nothing that he need have been ashamed of in his 
face, except the dirt, and that, as Hamlet’s mother says, “ig 
common;” but in spite of this, Mr. White’s eyelids dropped 
under the young barrister’s calm scrutiny, and he stammered 
out some apologetic sort of speech about his “missus,” and 
his missus’s neighbours, and port wine and sherry wine, with 
as much confusion as if he, an houest mechanic in a fre 
country, were called upon to excuse ins self to Mr. Robert 
Audley for being caught in the act of en;..ring himself in lus 
own parlour. 

Robert cut him short with a careless nod. 

“Pray don’t apologize,” he said; “I like to see people enjoy 
themselves. Good night, Mr. White—good night, ladies!” 

He lifted his hat to “the missus,” and the missus’s neigh- 
pours, who were much fascinated by his easy manner and his 
handsome face, and left the shop. 

“ And so,” he muttered to himself as he went back to his 
chambers, “ ‘with that she walked off as graceful as you 
please” Whe was it that walked off and what was the 
etory which the locksmith was telling when I interrupted lum 
at that sentence? Oh! George Talboys, George Tulboys, am I 
ever to come any nearer to the secret of your fateP Am 
{ coming nearer to it now, slowly but surely? Is the radius 
to grow narrower day by day, until it draws a dark circle round 
the home of those I love? Howisitalltoend?” ° 

He sighed wearily as he walked slowly back across the 


flagged quadrangles m the Temple to his own solitary 
thambers. 
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Mrs. Maloney had prepared for him that bachelor’s dinner 
which, however excellent and nutritious in itself, has no claim to 
the special charm of novelty. She had cooked for him a Little 
dish of mutton chops, which was being kept for him in the 
fender. 

Robert Audley sighed as he sat down to the familiar meal, 
remembering his uncle’s cook with a fond, regretful sorrow. 

“ Her cutlets à la Maintenon made mutton seem more than 
mutton; a sublimated meat that could scarcely have grown 
upon any mundane sheep,” he murmured, sentimentally, “ anJ 
Mrs. Maloney’s chops are apt to be tough; but such is life { 
What does it matter P ” 


He pushed away his plate impatiently, after eating a few 
mouthfuls, 

“I have never eaten a good dinner at this table since I lost 
George Talboys,” he said. “The place seems as gloomy as if 
the poor fellow had died in the next room, and had never been 
taken away to be buried. How long ago that September after- 
noon appears as I look back at it—that September afternoon 
upon which I parted with him alive and well; and lost him ag 
suddenly and unaccountably as if a trap-door had opened in the 
solid earth, and let him through to the Antipodes !” 





CHAPTER XX. 
TH“ WRITING IN THE BOOK. 


Mr. Avprxy rose from the dinner-table and walked over to 
the cabinet in which he kept the document he had drawn up 
relating to George Talboys. He unlocked the doors of this 
cabinet, took the paper from the pigeon-hole marked Important, 
and seated himself at his desk to write. He added several 
paragraphs to those in the document, numbering the fresh 
paragraphs as carefully as he had numbered the old ones. 

“Heaven help us all!” he muttered once; “is this paper, 
re Va no attorney has had any hand, to be my ‘rst’ 

leur 0 

He wrote for about half an hour, then replaced the document 
in the pigeon-hole, and locked the cabinet. When he had done 
this, he took a candle, and went into the room in which were 
his own portmanteaus and the trunk belonging to George 
Talboys. 

He took a bunch of keys from his ocket, and tried them 
one by one. The lock of the shabby alt trunk was a common 
one, and at the fifth trial the key turned easily. 

“There’d be Vo need for any one to break open such a lock 
as this,” muttersd Robert, as he lifted the lid of the trunk. 


= 
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He slowly emptied it of its contents, taking out every article 
separately, and laying it carefully up on a chair by his side. He 
handled the things with a respectful tenderness, as if he had 
been lifting the dead body of his lost friend. One by one he 
laid the neatly folded mourning garments on the chair. He 
found old meerschaum pipes, and soiled, crumpled gloves that 
had once been fresh from the Parisian maker; old play-bills, 
whose largest letters spelled the names of actors who werd 
dead and gone; old perfume bottles, fragrant with essences 
whose fashion had passed away; neat little parcels of letters, 
each carefully labelled with the name of the writer; fragments 
of old newspapers; and a little heap of shabby dilapidated 
books, some of which tumbled into as many pieces as a pack of 
cards in Robert’s incautious hand. But amongst all the mass 
of worthless litter, every scrap whereof had once had its sepa- 
rate purpose, Robert Audley looked in vain for that which he 
sought—the packet of letters written to the missing man by 
his dead wife, Helen Talboys. He had heard Coorge allude 
Jo the existence of these letters. He had seen him once sorting 
the faded papers with a reverent hand; and he had seen him 
replace them, carefully tied together with a faded ribbon which 
had been Helen’s, amongst the mourning garments in the 
trunk. Whether he had afterwards removed them, or whether 
they had been removed since his disappearance by some other 
hand, it was not easy to say; but they were gone. 

Robert Audley sighed wearily as he replaced the things in 
the empty box, one by one, as he had taken them out. He 
stopped with the little sur of tattered books in his hand, and 
hesitated for a moment. 

“JT will keep these out,” he n'uttered : “there may be some- 
thing to help me in one of them.” 

George’s library was no very brilliant collection of literature, 
Ther was an old Greek Testament and the Eton Latin 
Grammar; a French pamphlet on the cavalry sword exercise; 
an odd volume of T'om Jones, with one half of its stiff leather 
cover hanging to it by a thread; Byron’s Don Juan, printed 
m a murderous type, which must have been invented for the 
special advantage of oculists and opticians; and a fat book in 
a faded gilt and crimson cover. 

Robert Audley locked the trunk and took the books under 
his arm. Mrs. Maloney was clearing away the remains of his 
repast when he returned to his sitting-room. He put the 
books aside on a little table in a corner of the fireplace, and 
waited patiently while the laundress finished her work. He 
was im no humour even for his meerschaum consoler; the . 
yellow papered fictions on the shelves above his head seemed 
stale and profitless—he opened a volume of Balzac, but his 
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nucle’s wife’s golden curls danced and trembled in a glittering 
haze, alike upon the metaphysical diablerie of the Peau de 
Yhagrin, and the simple pathos of Hugenie Graudet. The 
volume dropped from his hand, and he sat wearily watching 
Mrs. Maloney, as she swept up the ashes on the hearth, re- 
plenished the fire, drew the dark damask curtains, supplied the 
simple wants of the canaries, and put on her bonnet in the 
disused clerk’s office, prior to bidding her employer good night. 
As the door closed upon the Irishwoman, he rose impatiently 
from his chair, and paced up and down the room. 

“Why do I go on with this,” he said, “ when I know that it 
is leading me, step by step, day by day, hour by hour, nearer 
to that conclusion which of all others I should avoid? Am I 
tied to a wheel, and must I go with its every revolution, let it 
take me where it will? Or can I sit down here to-night and 
ray, I have done my duty to my missing friend, [ have 
searched for him patiently, but I have searched in vain? 
Should I be justified in doing this? Should I be justified in 
letting the chain which I have siowly put together, link by 
link, drop at this point; or must I go on adding fresh links to 
that fatal chain until the last rivet falls into its place and 
the circle is complete? I think and believe that I shall never 
see my friend’s face again; and that no exertion of mine can 
ever be of any benefit to him. In plainer, harder words, I 
believe him to be dead. Am I bound to discover how and 
where he died ? or being, as I think, on the road to that dis- 
covery, shall I do a wrong to the memory of George Talboys 
by turning back or stopping still? What am I to do? What 
am I to do?” 

He rested his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his 
hands. The one purpose which had slowly grown up in hie 
careless nature until it had become powerful enough to work a 
change in that very nature, made him what he had never been, 
before—a Christian; conscious of his own weakness; anxious 
to keep to the strict line of duty; fearful to swerve from the 
conscientious discharge of the strange task that had been 
forced upon him; and reliant on a stronger hand than his own 
to point the way which he was to go. Perhaps he uttered his 
first thoroughly earnest prayer that night, seated by his lonely 
fireside, thinking of George Talboys. When he raised his head 
from that long reverie, his eyes had a bright, determined glaner, 
and every feature in his face seemed to wear a pew expression- 

“ Justice to the dead first,” he said; “mercy to the living 
afterwards.” 

He wheeled his easy-chair to the table, trimmed the lamp, 
and settled himself to the examination of the books. 

He took them up one by one, and looked carefully through 
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thom, first looking at the page on which the name of the owner 
is ordinarily written; and then searching for any scrap of 
paper which might have been left within the leaves. On the 
first page of the Eton Latin Grammar the name of Master 
Talboys was written in a prim scholastic hand; the French 
vamphlet had a careless G. T. scrawled on the cover in pencil, 
im George’s big slovenly caligraphy ; the Tom Jones had evi- 
dently been bought at a book-stutl, and bore an inscription, 
dated March 14th, 1788, setting forth that the work was 4 
tribute of respect to Mr. Thomas Scrowton, from his obedient 
ervant, James Anderley; the Don Juan and the Testament 
were blank. Robert Audley breathed more freely: he had 
arrived at the last but one of the books without any result 
whatever, and there only remained the fat gilt-and-crimse™- 
bound volume to be examined before his task was finished. 

Tt was an annual of the year 1845. The copper-plate en 
gravings of lovely ladies who had flourished in that day were 
yellow and spotted with mildew ; the costumes seemed grotesque 
and outlandish, the simpering beauties faded and common- 
. Even the little clusters of verses (in which the poet's 
Seble candle shed its sickly ray upon the obscurities of the 
artist’s meaning) had an old-fashioned twang; like music on a 
lyre whose strings are slackened by the damps of time. Robert : 

udley did not stop to read any of these mild productions. 
He ran rapidly through the leaves, looking for any scrap of 
writing or fragment of a letter which might have been used to 
mark a place. He found nothing but a bright ring of golden 
hair, of that glittering hue which is so rarely seen except upon 
the head of a child,—a sunny lock which curled as naturally as 
the tendril of a vine; and was very opposite in texture, if not 
different in hue, to the soft, smooth tress which the landlady at 
Venénor had given to George Talboys after his wife’s death. 
Robert Audley suspended his examination of the book, and 
folded this yellow lock in a sheet of letter-paper, which he 
sealed with his signet-ring, and laid aside, with the memo- 
randum about George Talboys and Alicia’s letter, in the 
igeon-hole marked Important. He was going to replace the 
‘at annual amongst the other books, when he discovered that 
the two blank leaves at the beginning were stuck together. 
He was so determined to prosectfte his search to the very utter- 
most, that he took the trouble to part these leaves with the 
sharp end of his paper-knife; and he was rewarded for his 
erseverance by finding an inscription upon one of them. Thay 
inscription was in three parts and in three different hands, 
The first pum pear was dated as far back as the year in which 
the annual had been published, and set forth that the book wax 
the property of a certain Miss Elizabeth Ann Bince, who had 
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obtained the precions volume as a reward for habits of order, 
and for obedience to the authorities of Camford-house Seminary 
Torquay. The second paragraph was dated five years later, 
and was in the handwriting of Miss Bince hereon: who pre- 
sented the book as a mark of undying affection and unfading Yi 
esteem (Miss Bince was evidently of a romantic temperament) | 
to her beloved friend Helen Maldon. The third paragraph | 
was dated September, 1853, and was in the hand of Heien 
Maldon, who gave the annual to George Talkoys ; and it was 
at the sight of this third paragraph that Mr. Robert Audley’s 
face changed from its natural hue to a sickly leaden pallor. 

“I thought it would be so,” said the young man, shutting 
the book with a weary sigh. “God knows I was prepared for 
the worst, and the worst has come. I can understand all now. 
My next visit must be to Southampton. I must place the boy 
m better hands.” 















































CHAPTER XXI. 
MRS. PLOWSON. 


Amonest the packets of letters which Robert Audley had found 
in George’s trunk, there was one packet labelled with the name 
of the missing man’s father—the father, who had never been 3 
too indulgent a friend to his only son, and who had availed , 
himself of the excuse afforded by George’s imprudent marriage 
in order to abandon the young man to his own resources. Robert 
Audley had never seen Mr. Harcourt Talboys; but George’s 
careless talk of his father had given his friend some notion of 
that gentleman’s character. He had written to Mr. Talboys 
immediately after the disappearance of George, carefully word- 
ing his letter, which vaguely hinted at the writer’s fear of some 
foul play in the mysterious business; and after the lapse of 
several weeks he had received a formal epistle, in which Mr. 
Harcourt Talboys expressly declared that he had washed his 1 
hands of all responsibility in his son George’s affairs upon the | 
young man’s wedding- ay and that his absurd disappearance 
was only in character with his preposterous marriage. The 
writer of this fatherly letter added, in a postscript, that if 
Mr. George Talboys cherished any hope of alarming his friends 
by this pretended disappearance, and thereby playing on their 
feelings with a view to pecuniary advantage, he was most 
“i paca deceived in the character of those persons with 
whom he had to deal. 

Robert Audley had answered this letter by a few indignant 
lines, informing Mr. Talboys that his son was scarcely likely to 
hide himself for the furtherance of any deep-laid design on the 
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ckets of his relatives, as he had left twenty thousand pounds 
in his banker’s hands at the time of his disappearance. After 
despatching this letter, Robert had abandoned all thought of 
assistance from the man who, in the natural course of things, 
vhould have been most interested in George’s fate; but now 
that he found himself advancing step by step to the end that 
lay so darkly before him, his mind reverted to this heartlessly- 
indifferent Mr. Harcourt Talboys. 

“I will run into Dorsetshire after I leave Southampton,” be 
said, “and see this man. If he is content to let his son’s fate 
rest a dark and cruel mystery to all who knew him—if he is 
content to go down to his grave uncertain to the last of this 
poor fellow’s end—why should I try to unravel the tangled 
skein, to fit the pieces of the terrible puzzle, and gather to- 
gether the stray fragments which when collected may make 
such a hideous whole? I will go to Mr. Talboys and lay my 
darkest doubts freely before him. It will be for him to say 
what I am to do.” 

Robert Audley started by an early express for Southampton. 
The snow lay thick and white upon the pleasant country 
through which he went; and the young barrister had wrapped 
himself in so many comforters and railway rugs as to appear a 
perambulating mass of woollen goods, rather than a living 
member of a learned profession. He looked gloomily out of 
the misty window, opaque with the breath of himself and an 
elderly Indian officer, who was his only companion, and watched 
the fleeting landscape, which had a certain phantom-like appear- 
ance in its shroud of snow. He wrapped himself in the woolly 
folds of his railway rug with a peevish shiver, and felt inclined 
to quarrel with the destiny which compelled him to travel by an 
early train upon a pitiless winter’s day. 

“ Who would have thought that I could have grown so fond 
of the fellow,” he muttered, “or feel so lonely without him? 
Yve a comfortable little fortune in the Three per Cents; I’m 
heir-presumptive to my uncle’s title; and I know of a certain 
dod little girl, who, as I think, would do her best to make me 
happy; but I declare that I would freely give up all I possess 
and stand penniless in the world to-morrow, if this mystery 
could be satisfactorily cleared away, and George Talboys could 
“tand by my side.” 

He reached Southampton between eleven and twelve o’clock, 
and walked across the platform, with the snow drifting in his 
face, towards the pier and the lower end of the town. The 
clock of St. Michael’s Church was striking twelve as he crossed 
the quaint old square in which that edifice stands, and groped 
his way through the narrow streets leading down to the water. 

Mr. Maldon bad established his slovenly household goës im 
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one of those dreary thoroughfares which speculative buildera 
love to raise upon some miserable fragment of waste ground 
hanging to the skirts of a prosperous town. Brigsome’s Ter- 
race was perhaps one of the most dismal blocks of building that 
was ever composed of brick and mortar since the first mason 
lied his trowel and the first architect drew his plan. The 
uilder who had speculated in the ten dreary eight-roomed 
prison-houses had hung himself behind the parlour door of an 
adjacent tavern while the carcases were yet unfinished. The 
man who had bought the brick and mortar skeletons had gone 
through the Bankruptcy Court,‘ while the paper-hangers were 
still busy in Brigsome’s Terrace, and had whitewashed his 
ceilings and himself simultaneously. Ill-luck and insolvenc 
clung to the wretched habitations. The bailiff and the broker’s 
man were as well known as the butcher and the baker to the 
noisy children who played upon the waste ground in front of 
the parlour windows. Solvent tenants were disturbed at un- 
hallowed hours by the noise of ghostly furniture vans creeping 
stealthily away in the moonless night. Insolvent tenants 
openly defied the collector of the water-rate from their eight- 


_roomed strongholds, and existed for weeks without any visible 


means of procuring that necessary fluid. 

Robert Audley looked about him with a shudder, as he turned 
from the water-side into this poverty-stricken locality. A child's 
funeral was leaving one of the houses as he approached, and he 
thought with a thrill of horror that if the little coffin had held 
George’s son, he would have been in some measure responsible 
for the boy’s death. 

“The poor child shall not sleep another night in this wretched 
hovel,” he thought, as he knocked at the door of Mr. Maldon’s 
house. “He is the legacy of my lost friend, and it shall be my 
business to secure his safety.” 

A. slipshod servant girl opened the door and looked at Mr. 
Audley rather suspiciously, as she asked him what he pleased 
to want. The door of the sitting-room was ajar, and Rober 
could hear the clattering of knives and forks and the childish 
voice of little George prattling gaily. He told the servant that 
he had come from London, that he wanted to see Master 
Talboys, and that he would announce himself; and walking 
past her, without further ceremony, he opened the door of the 
parlour. The girl stared at him aghast as he did this; and 
as if struck by some sudden conviction, threw her apron over 
her head and ran out into the snow. She darted across the 
waste ground, plunged into a narrow alley, and never drew 
breath till she found herself upon the threshold of a certain 
tavern called the Coach and Horses, and much affected by Mr. 
Maldon. The lieutenant’s faithful retainer had taken Robert 
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qadley for sume new and determined collector of poor’s rates—, 
rejecting that gentleman’s account of himself as an artful 
fiction devised for the destruction of parochial defaulters—and 
had hurried off to give her master timely warning of the 
enemy’s approach. 

When Robert entered the sitting-room, he was surprised to 
find little George.seated opposite to a woman who was doing 
the honours of a shabby repast, spread upon a dirty table-cloth, 
and flanked by a pewter beer measure. The woman rose as 
Robert entered, and curtsied very humbly to the young bar- 
rister. She looked about fifty years of age, and was dressed in 
rusty widow’s weeds. Her complexion was insipidly fair, and 
the two smooth bands of hair beneath her cap were of that 
gunless flaxen hue which generally accompanies pink cheeks 
and white eyelashes. She had been a rustic beauty perhaps in 
her time, but her features, although tolerably regular in their 
shape, had a mean pinched look, as if they had been made too 
small for her face. This defect was peculiarly noticeable in her 
mouth, which was an obvious misfit for the set of teeth it con- 
tained. She smiled as she curtsied to Mr. Robert Audley, ana 
her smile, which laid bare the greater part of this set of square, 
hungry-looking teeth, by no means added to her charms. 

“Mr. Maldon is not at home, sir,” she said, with insinuating 
civility ; “but if it’s for the water-rate, he requested me to say” 
that——”’ 

She was interrupted by little George Talboys, who scrambled 
down from the bigh chair upon which he had been perched, and 
ran to Robert Audley. 

“J know you,” he said; “ you came to Ventnor with the big 
gentleman, and you came here once, and you gave me some 
money, and I gave it to gran’pa to take care of, and gran’pa kept 

t, and he always does.” 

Robert Audley took the boy in his arms and carried him to a 
little table in the window. 

“Stand there, Georgey,” he said. “I want to have a good 
look at you.” 

He turned the boy’s face to the light, and pushed the brown 
uurls off his forehead with both hands. 

“You're growing more like your father every day, Georgey ; 
and you're growing quite a man, too,” he said; “would you 
{ke to go to school P ” 

“Oh, yes, please, I should like it very much,” the boy 
answered, eagerly. “I went to school at Miss Pevins’s or.ce— 
day school, you know—round the corner in the next street; but 
I caught the measles, and gran’pa wouldn’t let me go any more, 
tor fear I should catch the measles again; and gran’pa won't let 

le bors in the street, because they are rnda 
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boys; he said blackguard boys; but he said I musn’t say black, 
guard boys, because it’s naughty. He says damn and devil, but 
he says he may because he’s old. I shall say damn and devil 
when I’m old; and I should like to go to school, please; and I 
can go to-day, if you like; Mrs. Plowson will get my frocke 
ready, won’t you, Mrs. Plowson P ” | 

“Certainly, Master Georgey, if your grandpapa wishes it,” 
the woman answered, looking rather uneasily at Mr. Robert 
Audley. 

“What on carth is the matter with this woman?” thought 
Robert, as he turned from the boy to the fair-haired widow, 
who was edging herself slowly towards the table upon which 
little George Talboys stood talking to his guardian. “Does 
she still take me for a tax collector, with inimical intentions 
towards these wretched goods and chattels; or can the cause 
of her restless manner lie deeper still? That’s scarcely likely. 
though; for whatever secrets Lieutenant Maldon may have, it’s 
not very probable that this woman has any knowledge of them.” 

Mrs. Plowson had edged herself close to the little table by 
this time, and was making a stealthy descent upon the boy, 
when Robert turned sharply round. 

“What are you going to do with the child P” he said. 

“I was only going to take him away to wash his pretty face, 
sir, and smooth his ’air,” answered the woman, in the same 
insinuating tone in whieh she had spoken of the water-rate. 
“You don’t see him to any advantage, sir, while his precious 
face is dirty. I won’t be five minutes making him as neat as a 
new pin.” 

She had her long thin arms about the boy as she spoke, and 
she was evidently going to carry him off bodily, when Robert 
stopped her. 

“Td rather see him as he is, thank you,” he said. “My time 
in Southampton isn’t very long, and I want to hear all that the - 
little man can tell me.” 

The little man crept closer to Robert, and looked confidingly 
into the barvister’s grey eyes. 

“T like you very much,” he said. “I was frightened of you 
when you came before, because I was shy. I am not shy now 
—TI am nearly six years old.” 

Robert patted the boy’s head encouragingly, but he was not 
looking at little George; he was watching the fair-haired 
widow, who had moved to the window, and was looking out at 
vhe patch of waste ground. 

Se Foie rather anxious about some one, ma’am, I’m afraid,” 
said Robert. 

She coioured violently as the barrister made this remark, and 
exswered him in a confused manner. 
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“I was looking for Mr. Maldon, sir,” she said; “he'll be ea 
disappointed if he doesn’t see you.” 

“ You know who I am, then?” 

NO, sir, but -——” 

The boy interrupted her by dragging a little jewelled wateh 
from his bosom and showing it to Robert. 

“This is the watch the pretty lady gave me,” he said. “Tve 
got it now—but I haven’t had it long, because the jeweller who 
cleans it is an idle man, gran’pa says, and always keeps it such 
a long time; and gran’pa says it will have to be cleaned again, 
because of the taxes. He always takes it to be cleaned when 
there’s taxes—but he says, if he were to lose it, the pretty lady 
would give me another. Do you know the pretty lady P” 

“No, Georgey: but tell me all about her.” 

Mrs. Plowson made another descent yon the boy. She was 
armed with a pocket handkerchief this time, and displayed great 
anxiety about the state of little Georgey’s nose, but Robert 
warded off the dreaded weapon, and drew the child away from 
his tormentor. 

“The boy will do very well, ma’am,” he said, “if you'll be 
good enough to let him alone for five minutes. Now, Georgey, 
suppose you sit on my knee, and tell me all about the pretty 





lady. 

The child clambered from the table on to Mr. Audley’s knees, 
assisting his descent by a very unceremonious manipulation of 
als guardian’s coat-collar. 

“Tl tell you all about the pretty lady,” he said, “because I 
like you very much. Gran’pa told me not to te! anybody, but 
I'll tell you, you know, because I like you, and because you’re 
going to take me to school. The pretty lady came here one 
night—long ago—oh, so long ago,” said the boy, shaking his 
head, with a face whose solemnity was expressive of some pro- 
Gigious lapse of time. “She came when I was not nearly ge 
big as I am now—and she came at night—after I’d gone to bed 
and she came up into my room, and sat upon the bed and cried 
—and she left the watch under my pillow, and she Why 
do you make faces at me, Mrs. Plowson? I may tell this 
gentleman,” Georgey added, suddenly addressing the widow, 
who was standing behind Robert’s shoulder. 

Mrs. Plowson mumbled some confused apology, to the effect 
that she was afraid Master George was troublesome. 

. Suppose you wait till I say so, ma’am, before you stop the 
little fellow’s mout ,” said Robert Audley, sharply. “A sus- 
Picious person might think, from your manner, that Mr. Maldon 
and you had some conspiracy between you, and that you were 
atraid of what the boy’s talk may let slip.” 

- He rose from his chair, and looked fall at Mrs. Plowson as he 
I 
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said this. The fair-haired widow’s face was as white as her cap 
when she tried to answer him, and her pale lips were so dry 
that she was obliged to wet them with her tongue before the 
words would come. 

The little boy relieved her embarrassment. 

“Don’t be cross, Mrs. Plowson,” he said. “Mrs. Plowson ia 
very kind to me. Mrs. Plowson is Matilda’s mother. You 
didn’t know Matilda. Poor Matilda was always erying; sho 
was ill, she——” 

The boy was stopped by the sudden appearance of Mr. 
Maldon, who stood on the threshold of the see iron 
starmg at Robert Audley with a half-drunken, half-terrified 
aspect, scarcely consistent with the dignity of a retired naval 
officer. The servant girl, breathless and panting, stood close 
behind her master. Ha:'y in the day though it was, the old 
man’s speech was thick and confused, as he addressed himself 
fiercely to Mrs. Plowson. 

“You're a prett? creature to call yoursel’ sens’ble woman!” 
he said. “Why don’t you take th’ chile ‘way, er wash ’s face P 
D’yer want to ruin mee D’yer want to’stroy me? Take th’ 
chile ‘way! Mr. Audley, sir, I’m ver’ ud to see yer; ver’ 
’appy to ‘ceive yer in m’ humbl’ ’bode,” the old man added, with 
tipsy politeness, dropping into a chair as he spoke, and trying 
to look steadily at his unexpected visitor. 

“ Whatever this man’s secrets are,” thought Robert, as Mrs. 
Plowson hustled little George Talboys out of the room, “that 
woman has no unimportant share of them. Whatever the 
mystery may pe, it grows darker and thicker at every step; but 
I try in vain to draw back, or to stop short upon the road, for a 
stronger hand than my own is pointing the way to my lost 
friend’s hidden grave.” 





CHAPTER XXII. 
LITTLE GEORGEY GOES TO SCHOOL. 


“I am going to take your grandson away with me, Mr. 
Maldon,” Robert said, gravely, as Mrs. Plowson retired with her 
young charge. 

The old man’s drunken imbecility was slowly clearing away, 
like the heavy mists of a London fog, through which the feeble 
sunshine struggles dimly to appear. The very uncertain radi- 
ance of Lieutenant Maldon’s intellect was slow to pierce the 
hazy vapours of rum-and-water; but the flickering light at last 
faintly glimmered athwart the clouds, and the old man screed 
his poor wits to the sticking-point. 
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“Yes, yes,” he said, feebly; “take the boy away from his 
poor old grandfather. I always thought so.” 

“You always thought that I should take him away?” asked 
Robert, scruumizing the half-drunken countenance with a 
searching glance. “ Why did you think so, Mr. Maldon ?” 

The fogs of intoxication got the better of the light of sobriety 
for a moment, and the lieutenant answered vaguely,— 

“Thought so P—cause I thought so.” 

Meeting the young barrister’s impatient frown, he made 
another effort, and the light glimmered again. 

“ Because I thought you or his father would fetch ’m away.” 

“When I was last in this house, Mr. Maldon, you told me 
that George Talboys had sailed for Australia.” 

“Yes, yes—I know, I know,” the old man answered con- 
fusedly, shuffling his scanty, limp grey hairs with his two wan- 
dering hands—“I know; but he might. have come back— 
mightn’t he? He was restless, and—and—queer in his mind 
perhaps, sometimes, He might have come back.” 

He repeated this two or three times, in feeble, muttering 
tones; groping about on the littered mantel-piece for a dirty- 
looking clay-pipe, and filling and lighting it with hands that 
trembled violently. 

Robert Audley watched those poor, withered, tremulous 
fingers dropping shreds of tobacco upon the hearth-rug, and 
scarcely able to kindle a lucifer by reason of their unsteadiness. 
Then walking once or twice up and down the little room, he left 
the old man to take a few putis from the great consoler. 

Presently he turned suddenly upon the half-pay lieutenant, 
with a dark solemnity in his handsome face. 

“Mr. Maldon,” he said, slowly, watching the effect of every 
syllable as he spoke, “ George Talboys never sailed for Aus- 
tralia—that I know. More than this I know. He never came 
to Southampton; and the lie you told me on the 8th of last 
September was dictated to you by the telegraphic message which 
you received on that day.” 

The dirty clay-pipe Aréupod from the tremulons hand, an 
shivered against the iron fender, but the old man made no effort 
to find a fresh one; he sat trembling in every limb, and looking 
piteously at Robert Audley. 

“he lie was dictated to you, and you repeated your lesson. 
But you no more saw George Talboys here on the 7th of Sep- 
tember than I see himin this room now. You thought you had 
burnt the telegraphic message, but you had only burnt a part 
of it—the remainder is in my possession.” à 

Tieutenant Maldon was quite sober now. 

“What have I done?” he murmured helplessly. “Oh, my 
child, what have T done P” 
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“ Ab two o'clock on the 7th of September last,” continued the 
pitiless accusing voice, “George Talboys was seen, alive and 
well, at a house in Hssex.” 

Robert paused to see the effect of these words. They had 
roduced no change in the old man. He still sat trembling 
rom head to foot, and staring with the fixed and stolid gaze of 

some helpless wretch, whose every sense is gradualiy becoming 
numbed by terror. 
“At two o’clock on that day,” repeated Robert Audley, “my 
poor friend was seen, alive and well, at ——, at the house of 
which I speak. From that hour to this I have never been able 
to hear that he has been seen by any living creature. I have 
taken such steps as must have resulted in procuring some infor- 
mation of his whereabouts, were he alive. I have done this 
patiently and carefully—at first, even hopefully. Now I know 
that he .3 dead.” 

Robert Audley had been prepared to witness some consider- 
able agitation in the old man’s manner, but he was not prepared 
for the helpless anguish, the ghastly terror, which convulsed 
Mr. Maldon’s haggard face as he uttered the last word. 

“No, no, no, no,” reiterated the lieutenant, in a shrill, half- 
screaming voice; “no, no! For God’s sake don’t say that! 
don’t think it—don’t let me think it—don’t let me dream of it! 
Not dead—anything but dead! Hiding away, perhaps—bribed 
to keep out of the way, perhaps; but not dead—not dead—not 
dead !’ 

He cried these words aloud, like one beside himself; beating 
ais hands upon his grey head, and rocking backwards and for- 
wards in his chair. His feeble hands trembled no longer—they 
were strengthened by some convulsive force that gave them a 
new power. 

“T believe,” said Robert in the same solemn, relentless voice, 
“that my friend never left Essex; and I believe that he met hig 
death on the 7th of September last.” 

The wretched old man, still beating his hands amongst his 
thin grey hair, slid from his chair to the ground, and grovelled 
at Robert’s feet. 

“Oh! no, no—for God’s sake, no!’ he shricked hoarsely. 
“No! you don’t know what you say—you don’t know what 
you ask me to think—you don’t know what your words mean!” 

“I know their weight and value only too well—as well as I 
see you do, Mr. Maldon. God help us!” 

“Oh, what am I doing P what am I doing P” muttered the old 
man, feebly; then raising himself from the ground with an 
effort, and drawing himself to his full height, in a manner which 
was new to him, and which was not without a certain dignity of 
its own—that dignity which must always be attached to unut 
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terable misery, in whatever form it may appear-—he said 
gravely :— 

“You have no right to come here and terrify a man who has 
been drinking: and who is not quite himself. You have no’ 
right to do it, Mr. Audley. Even the—the officer, sir, who— 
w ” He did not stammer, but his lips trembled so vio- 
lently that his words seemed to be shaken into pieces by their 
motion. “The officer, I repeat, sir, who arrests a—a thief, or 
a—” He stopped to wipe his lips, and to stiil them if he could 
by doing so, which he could not. “ A thief—or a murderer— —” 
His voice died suddenly away upon the last word, and it was 
oniy by the motion of those trembling lips that Robert knew 
what he meant. ‘“ Gives him warning, sir, fair warning, that he | 
may say nothing which shall commit himself—or—or—other 
veople. [he—the—law, sir, has that amount of mercy for a— 
i—suspected criminal. But you, sir, you—you come to m, 
house, and you come at a time when—when contrary to my 
usual habits—which, as people will tell you, are sober—you 
come, and perceiving that I am not quite myself—you take— 
the—opportunity to—terrify me—and it is not right, sir—it 
ae 
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Whatever he would have said died away into inarticulate 
gasps which seemed to choke him, and, sinking into a chair, he 
tropped his face upon the table and wept aloud. Perhaps ix 
ul the dismal scenes of domestic misery which had been acted 
in those spare and dreary houses—in all the petty miseries, the 
burning dates the cruel sorrows, the bitter disgraces which 
own Poverty for their common father—there had never been 
such a scene as this. An old man hiding his face from the 
light of day, and sobbing aloud in his wretchedness. Robert 
Audley contemplated the painful picture with a hopeless and 
pitying face. 

“Tf I had known this,” he thought, “I might have spared 
him. It would have been better, perhaps, to have spared him.” 

The shabby room, the dirt, the confusion, the figure of the 
old man, with his grey head upon the soiled table-cloth, amid 
the muddled débris of a wretched dinner, grew blurred before 
the sight of Robert Audley as he thought of another man, as 
old as this one, but, ah, how widely different in every other 
attribute ! who might come by-and-by to feel the same, or even 
a worse anguish, and to shed, perhaps, yet bitterer tears. The 
moment in which the tears rose to his eyes and dimmed the 
Poe scene before him, was long eaough to take him back to 
Essex and to show him the image of his uncle, stricken by 
agony and shame. 

“Why do I go on with this?” he thought; “how pitiless 1 
am, and how relentlessly I am carried on. Itis not w-self: it ig 
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the haud which is beckoning me farther and farther upon ths 
dark road whose end I dare not dream of.” 

He thought this, and a hundred times more than this, while 
the old man sat with his face still hidden, wrestling with hia 
anguish, but without power to keep it down. 

“Mr. Maldon,” Robert Audley said, after a pause, “i ao 
not ask you to forgive me for what I have brought upon you, 
for the feeling is strong within me that it must have come to 
you sooner or later—if not through me, through some one else. 

There are ” He stopped. for a moment, hesitating. The 
sobbing did not cease; it was sometimes low, sometimes loud, 
bursting out with fresh violence, or dying away for an instant, 
but never ceasing. “There are some things which, as people 
say, cannot be hidden. I think there is truth in that common 
saying which had its origin in the old worldly wisdom that 
people gathered from experience and not from books. If—if I 
were content to let my friend rest in his hidden grave, it is but 
likely that some stranger, who had never heard the name of 
George Talboys, might fall by the remotest accident upon the 
seeret of his death. To-morrow, perhaps; or ten years hence; 
or in another generation, when the—the hand that wronged 
him is as cold as his own. If I could let the matter rest: if— 
if I could leave England for ever, and purposely fly from the 
possibility of ever coming across another clue to the secret, I 
would do it—I would gladly, thankfully do it—but I cannot! 
A hand which is stronger than my own beckons me on. I wish 
to take no base advantage of you; of you less than of all other 
pecple; but I must go on; I must go on. If there is any 
warning you would give to any one, give it. If the secret 
towards which I am travelling day by day, hour by hour, 
involves any one in whom you have an interest, let that person 
fly before I come to the end. The person whom I suspect, 
nightly or wrongly, is a woman. If I am right let that woman 
leave this country; let her leave all who know her—all whose 
peace her wickedness has endangered; let her go away—she 
shall not be pursued. But if she slights your warning—if she 
tries to hold her present position in defiance of what it will bs 
in your power to tell her—let her beware of me, for, when the 
hour comes, I swear that I will not spare her.” 

The old man looked up for the first time, and wiped his 
wrinkled face upon a ragged silk handkerchief. 

“TI declare to you that I do not understand you,” he said. 
“I, solemnly declare to you that I cannot understand your sus- 
picions. I do not believe that George Talboys is dead.” 

“TI would give ten years of my own life if I could see him 
alive,” answered Robert, sadly. “I am sorry for you, M». 
Maldon—I am sorry for all of us.” 
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“1 do not believe that my son-in-law is dead,” said the lieu- 
tenant; “I do not believe that the poor lad is dead.” 

He endeavoured in a feeble manner to show to Robert Audley 
that his wild outburst of anguish had been caused by his grief 
for the loss of George Talboys; but the pretence was miserably 
shallow. 

Mrs. Plowson re-entered the room, leading little Georgey, 
whose face shone with that brilliant polish which yellow soap 
and friction can produce on the human countenance. 

“Dear heart alive!” exclaimed Mrs. Plowson, “what has 
the poor old gentleman been taking on about? We could hear 
him in the passage, sobbin’ awful.” 

Little George crept up to his grandfather and smoothed the 
wet and wrinkled face with his pudgy hand. 

“Don’t ery, gran’pa,” he said, “don’t cry. You shall have 
my watch to be cleaned, and the kind jeweller shall lend you 
the money to pay the taxman while he cleans the watch—I 
don’t mind, gran’pa. Let’s go to the jeweller—the jeweller in 
High-street, you know, with golden balls painted upon his door, 
to show that he comes from Lombard—Lombardshire,” said the 
boy, making a dash at the name. “Come, gran’pa.” , 

The little fellow took the jewelled toy from his bosom and 
made for the door, proud of being possessed of a talisman which 
he had seen so often made useful. , 

“There are wolves in Southampton,” he said, with rather a 
triumphant nod to Robert Audley. “My gran’pa says, when 
he takes my watch, that he does it to keep the wolf from the 
door. Are there wolves where you live?” 

The young barrister did not answer the child’s question, but 
stopped him as he was dragging his grandfather towards the 
door. 

“Your grandpapa does not want the watch to-day, Georgey,” 
he said gravely. 

“Why is he sorry, then?” asked Georgey, naively; “when 
he wants the watch he is always sorry, and beats his poor fore- 
head so”—the boy stopped to pantomime with his small fists 
—“and says that she—the pretty lady, I think he means— 
uses him very hard, and that he can’t keep the wolf from the 
door; and then I say, ‘ Gran’pa, have the watch; ’ and then he 
takes me in his arms and Says, ‘Oh, my blessed angel! how 
can I rob my blessed angel?” and then he cries, but not like 
to-day—not loud, you know; only tears running down his poor 
cheeks; not so that you could hear him in the passage.” 

Painful as the child’s prattle was to Robert a oie ne 
seemed a relief to the old man. He did not hear the boy’s 
talk, but walked two or three times up and down the little 
room and smoothed his rumpled hair, and suffered his cravat to 
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be arranged by Mrs. Plowson, who seemed very anxious to fixd 
out the cause of his agitation. 

“ Poor dear old gentleman!” she said, looking at Robert 
“What has happened to upset him so?” 

“His son-in-law is dead,” answered Mr. Audley, fixing hig 
eyes upon Mrs. Plowson’s sympathetic face. “He died within 
a year and a half after the death of Helen Talzoys, who lies 
buried in Ventnor churchyard.” 

The face into which he was looking po very slightly ; 
but the eyes that had been looking at his shifted away 
as he spoke, and once more Mrs. Plowson was obliged to 
moisten her white lips with her tongue before she answered 


“Poor Mr. Talboys dead!” she said; “that is bad news 
indeed, sir.” 

Little George looked wistfully up at his guardian’s face am 
this was said. 

“Who's deadP” he said. “George Talboys is my name, 
Who’s dead P ” 

“ Another person whose name is Talboys, Georgey.” 

“ Poor person! Will he go to the pit-hole P” 

The boy had that common notion of death which is generally 
imparted to children by their wise elders, and which always 
2 infant mind to the open grave, but rarely carries it 
any higher. 

my ‘should like to see him put in the pit-hole,” Georgey 
remarked, after a pause. He had attended several infant 
funerals in the neighbourhood, and was considered valuable ag 
a mourner on account of his interesting appearance. He had 
come, therefore, to look upon the ceremony of interment as a 
solemn festivity; in which cake and wine and a carriage drive 
were the leading features. 

“You have no objection to my taking Georgey away with me, 
Mr. Maldon? ” asked Robert Audley. 

The old man’s agitation had very much subsided by this time. 
He had found another pipe stuck ‘behind the tawdry frame of 
the looking-glass, and was trying to light it with a bit of twisted 
newspaper. 

“You do not object, Mr. Maldon?” 

“No, sir—no, sir; you are his guardian, and you have a right 
to take him where you please. ie tins been a very great com. 
fort to me in my’ lonely old age; but I have been prepared to 
lose him. I—I—may not have always done my duty to him, 
sir, in—in the way of schooling and—and boots. The number 
of boots which a boy of his age will wear out, sir, is not easily 
realized by the mind of a young man like yourself. He has 
been kept away from school, perhaps, sometimes, and has 
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vecasicnally worn shabby boots when our funds have got low; 
but he has not been unkindly treated. No, sir: if you were ta 
uestion him for a week, I don’t think you’d hear that his poot 

Id grandfather ever said a harsh word to him.” 

Upon this, Georgey, perceiving the distress of his old pros 
ector, set up a terrible howl, and declared that he would never 

ave him. 

“Mr. Maldon,” said Robert Audley, with a tone which was 
half mournful, half compassionate, “when I looked at my posi- 
tion last night, I did not believe that I could ever come to think 
it more painful than I thought it then. I can only say—God 
have mercy upon us all! I feel it my duty to take the child 
away; but I shall take him straight from your house to the 
best school in Southampton; and I give you my honour that 1 
will extort nothing from his innocent simplicity which can in 
any manner I mean,” he said, breaking off abruptly, “I 
mean this—I will not seek to come one step nearer the secret 
through him. I—I am not a detective officer, and I doubt if 
the most accomplished detective would like to get his information 
from a child.” 

. The old man did not answer; he sat with his face shaded by 
his hand, and with his extinguished pipe between the listless 
fingers of the other. 

“Take the boy away, Mrs. Plowson,” he said, after a pause; 
eon him away and put his things on. He is going with Mr. 

udley.” 

Ay Which I do say that it’s not kind of the gentleman to take 

is poor gran’pa’s pet away,” Mrs. Plowson exclaimed, suddenly, 
with respectful indignation. 

“Hush, Mrs. Plowson,” the old man answered, piteously; 
“Mr. Audley is the best judge. I—I—haven’t many years to 
live; I shan’t trouble anybody long.” 

The tears oozed slowly through the dirty fingers with which 
he shaded his bloodshot eyes as he said this. , 

“God knows I never injured your friend, sir,” he said by-and- 
by, when Mrs. Plowson and Georgey had retired, “nor ever 
wished him any ill. He was a good son-in-law to me—better thane 
many a son. I never did him any wilful wrong, sir. I—I 
Spent his money, perhaps, but I am sorry for it,—I am ve 
sorry for it now. But I don’t believe he is dead—no, sir, no, 
don’t believe it!” exclaimed the old man, dropping his hand 
trom his eyes, and looking with new energy at Robert Audley. 
II don’t believe it, sir! How—how should he be dead P ” 

Robert did not answer this eager questioning. He shook his 
head mournfully, and walked to the little window, where he 
atood looking out across a row of straggling geraniums at the 
areary patch of waste ground on which the children were at play. 
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Mrs. Plowson returned with little Georgey muffled in a coal 
and comforter, and Robert took the boy’s hand. 

“ Say good-bye to your grandpapa, Georgey.” 

The little fellow sprang towards the old man, and clinging 
a bout him, kissed the dirty tears from his faded cheeks. 

“Don’t be sorry for me, gran’pa,” he said; “Iam going ta 
sc hool to learn to be a clever man, and I shaii come home to sea 
you and Mrs. Plowson, shan’t IP” he added, turning to Robert. 

“ Yes, my dear, by-and-by.” 

“Take him away, sir—take him away,” cried Mr. Maldon; 
# you are breaking my heart.” 

The little fellow trotted away contentedly at Robert’s side. 
He was very well pleased with the idea of going to school, though 
he had been happy enough with his drunken old grandfather, 
who had always ‘lisplayed a maudlin affection for the pretty 
child, and had done his best to spoil Georgey, by letting him 
have his own way in everything; in consequence of which in- 
dulgence Master Talboys had acquired a taste for late hours, 
hot suppers of the most indigestible nature, and sips of rum- 
and-water from his grandfather’s glass. 

He communicated his sentiments upon many subjects to 
Robert Audley, as they walked to the Dolphin Hotel; but the 
barrister did not encourage him to talk. 

It was no very difficult matter to find a good school in such 
a place as Southampton. Robert Audley was directed to a 
pretty house between the Bar and the Avenue, and leaving 
Georgey to the care of a good-natured waiter, who seemed to 
have nothing to do but to look out of the window, and whisk 
invisible dust off the brightly polished tables, the barrister 
walked up the High-street, towards Mr. Marchmont’s academy 
for young gentlemen. 

He found Mr. Marchmont a very sensible man, and he met 
a file of orderly-looking young gentlemen walking townwards 
ander the escort of a couple of ushers as he entered the house. 

He told the schoolmaster that little George Talboys had 
been left in his charge by a dear friend, who had sailed for 
Australia some months before, and whom he believed to ba 
asad. He confided him to Mr. Marchmont’s especial care, and 
be further requested that no visitors should be admitted to 
see the boy, unless accredited by a letter from himself. Having 
arranged the matter in a very few business-like words, he 
returned to the hotel to fetch Georgey. 

He found the little man on intimate terms with the idle 
waiter, who had been directing Master Georgey’s attention to 
the different objects of interest in the High-street. 

Poor Robert had about as much notion of the requirements 
of a child as he had of those of a white elephant. Me had 





| 





Little Georgey goes to School. 139 


eatered for silkworms, guinea-pigs, dormice, canary birds, and 
dogs, without number, during his boyhood, but he had never 
been called upon to provide for a young person of five 
years old. 

He looked back three-and-twenty years, and tried to remember 
his own diet at the age of five. 

“T’ve a vague recollection of getting a good deal of bread and 
milk and boiled mutton,” he thought; “and I’ve another vague 
recollection of not liking them. I wonder if this boy likes 
bread and milk and boiled mutton.” 

He stood pulling his thick moustache and staring thought 
fully at the child for some minutes before he could get any 
further. 

“T dare say you’re hungry, Georgey,” he said at last. 

The boy nodded, and the waiter whisked some more invisible 
dust from the table, as a preparatory step towards laying a 
cloth. 

“Perhaps you'd like some lunch?” Mr, Audley suggested, 
still pulling his moustache. 

The boy burst out laughing. 

x “Lunch!” he cried. “Why, it’s afternoon, and I’ve had my 
nner.” 

Robert Audley felt himself brought to a standstill. What 
refreshment could he possibly provide for a boy who called it 
afternoon at three o’clock P 

“You shall have some bread and milk, Georgey,” he said, 
vresently. “ “ Waiter, bread and milk, and a pint of sherry.” 

Master Talboys made a wry face. 

“T never have bread and milk,” he said; “I don’t like it. 
I like what gran’pa calls something savoury. I should like a 
veal cutlet. Gran’pa told me he dined here once, and the 
veal cutlets were lovely, gran’pa said. Please, may I have a 
veal cutlet, with egg and bread-crumb, you know, and some 
lemon juice, you know?” he added to the waiter. “ Gran’ pa 
knows the cook here. The cook’s such a nice gentleman, and 
once gave me a new shilling, when gran’pa brought me here. 
The cook wears better clothes than gran’pa—better than yours 
even,” said Master Georgey, pointing to Robert’s rough great- 
coat with a depreciatory nod. 

Robert Audley stared aghast. How was he to deal with this 
epicure of five years old, who rejected bread and milk and aske:l 
for veal cutlets P 

“Tl tell you what I’ll do with you, little Georgey,” hs 
exclaimed after a pause—* I'll give you a dinner.” 

The waiter nodded briskly. 

“Upon my word, sir,” he said, approvingly, “I think the 
hitle gentleman will know how to eat it.” 
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“TI give you a dinner, Georgey,” repeated Robert-—“ « 
little Julienne, some stewed eels, a dish of cutlets, a bird, and 
a pudding. What do you say to that, Georgey P” 

“I don’t think the young gentleman will object to it when 
he sees it, sir,” said the waiter. “Julienne, eels, cutlets, bird, 
pudding—I’ll go and tell the cook, sir. What time, sir ? ” 

“Well, we'll say six, and Master Georgey will get to his new 
school by bedtime. You can contrive to amuse the child for 
this afternoon, I dare say. I have some business to settle, and 
shan’t be able to take him out. I shall sleep here to-night. 
Good-bye, Georgey; take care of yourself, and get up an appetite 
between this and six o’clock.” 

Robert Audley left the boy in charge of the idle waiter, and 
strolled down to the water-side, choosing that lonely bank 
which leads away under the mouldering walls of the town, 
towards the little villages beside the narrowing river. 

He had purposely avoided the society of the child, and he 
walked through the light drifting snow till the early darkness 
closed upon him. 

He went back to the town, and ms je inquiries at the station 
about the trains for Dorsetshire. 

“T shall start early to-morrow morning,” he thought, “and 
see George’s father before nightfall. I will tell him all—all but 
the interest which I take in—in the suspected person, and he 
shall decide what is next to be done.” 

Master Georgey did very good justice to the dinner which 
Robert had ordered. He drank Bass’s pale ale to an extent 
which considerably alarmed his entertainer, and enjoyed himself 
amazingly, showing an appreciation of roast pheasant and 
bread-sauce which was beyond his years. At eight o’clock a 
Üy was ordered for his accommodation, and he departed in the 
highest spirits, with a sovereign in his pocket, and a letter from 
Robert to Mr. Marchmont, enclosing a cheque for the young 
gentleman’s outfit. 

“T’m glad I’m going to have new clothes,” he said, as he 
bade Robert good-bye; “for Mrs. Plowson has mended the old 
ones ever so many times. She can have them now for Billy.” 

“Who’s Billy?” Robert asked, laughing at the boy’s 
chatter. À 

“ Billy is poor Matilda’s little brother. He’s a common boy, 
you know. Matilda was common, but she ip 

The flyman smacked his whip at this moment, the old hores 
jogged off, and Robert Audley oui no more of Matilda. 
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CHAPTER XXIII. 
COMING TO A STANDSTILL 


Mn. Harcourt Tazsoys lived in a prim, square, red-brich 
mansion, within a mile of a little village in Dorsetshire, called 
Grange Heath. The prim, square, red-brick mansion stood in 
the centre of prim, square grounds, scarcely large enough to be 
called a park, too large to be called anything else so neither 
the house nor the grounds had any name, and the estate was 
oo an Squire Talboys’. 

Perhaps Mr. Harcourt Talboys was the very last person in this 
world with whom it was possible to associate the homely, 
hearty, rural, old English title of squire. He neither hunted 
nor farmed. He had never worn a scarlet coat or top-boots in 
his life. A southerly wind and a cloudy sky were matters of 
supreme indifference to him so long as they did not in any way 
interfere with his own prim comforts; and he only cared for 
the state of the crops insomuch as involved the hazard of 
certain rents which he received for the farms upon his estate. 
He was a man of about fifty years of age, tall, straight, bony, 
and angular, with a square, pale face, light grey eyes, and 
scanty dark hair, brushed from either ear across a bald crown, 
and thus imparting to his physiognomy some faint resemblance 
to that of a terrier—a sharp, ee ae hard-headed 
terrier—a terrier not to be taken in by the cleverest dog-stealer 
who ever distinguished himself in his profession. 

Nobody ever remembered getting upon what is popularly 
called the blind side of Harcourt Talboys. He was like his 
own square-built, northern-fronted, shelterless house. There 
were no shady nooks in his character into which one could 
oa for shelter from his hard daylight. He was all daylight. 
He looked at everything in the same broad glare of intellectual 
sunlight, and would see no softening shadows that might alter 
the sharp outlines of cruel facts, subduing them to beauty. 
There were no curves in his character: his mind ran in straight 
lines, never diverging to the right or the left: his intellect was 
full of pitiless angles. With him right was right and wrong 
was wrong. He had never in his merciless, conscientious life 
admitted the idea that circumstances might mitigate the black- 
ness of wrong or weaken the force of right. He had cast off 
his only son because his only sen had disobeyed him, and he 
was ready to cast off his only daughter at five minutes’ notice 
on receiving like provocation. 

If this square-built, hard-headed man could be possessed of 
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such a weakness as vanity, he was certainly vain of his hard. 
aess. He was vain of that inflexible squareness of intellect 
which made him the disagreeable creature that he was. He 
was vain of that unwavering obstinacy which no influence of 
love or pity had been ever known to bend from its remorseless 
purpose. He was vain of the negative force of a nature which 
ad never known the weakness of the affections, or the strength 
which may be born of that very weakness. 

If he had regretted his son’s marriage, and the breach, of 
his own making, between himself and George, his vanity had 
been more powerful than his regret, and had enabled him to 
conceal it. Indeed, unlikely as if: appears at the first glance 
that such a man as this could hive been vain, there 1s little 
doubt that vanity was the centre from which radiated all the 
disagreeable lines in the character of Mr. Harcourt Talboys. 
Perhaps Junius Brutus had some leaven of this contemptible 
vanity whichis too poor a quality to be called pride, and enjoyed 
the approval of awe-stricken Rome when he ordered his son off 
for execution. Harcourt Talboys would have sent poor George 
from his presence between the reversed fasces of the lictors, 
grimly relishing his own agony. Heaven only knows how 
bitterly this hard man might have felt the separation between 
himself and his only son, or how much the more terrible the 
anguish might have been made by that unflinching self-conceit, 
which concealed the torture. 

“My son did me an unpardonable wrong by marrying tha 
daughter of a drunken pauper,” Mr. Talboys would answer to 
any one who had the temerity to speak to him about George, 
“and from that hour I had no longer a son. I wish him no 
ill. He is simply dead to me. I am sorry for him, as I am 
sorry for his mother who died nineteen years ago. If you talk 
to me of him as you would talk of the dead, I shall be ready to 
hear you. If you speak of him as you would speak of the 
living, I must decline to listen.” 

I believe that Harcourt Talboys hugged himself upon the 
per. Roman grandeur of this speech, and that he would 

ave liked to have worn a toga, and wrapped himself sternly in 
its folds, as he turned his back upon poor George’s intercessor. 
George never in his own person made any effort to soften his 
father’s verdict. He knew his father well enough to know that 
the case was hopeless. 

“Tf I write to him, he will fold my letter with the envelope 
inside, and endorse it with my name and the date of its arrival,” 
the young man would say, “and he will call everybody in the 
house to witness that it has not moved him to one softening 
recollection or one pitiful thought. He will stick to his resolu- 
‘aon to bis dying day. I dare say, if the truth were known, he 
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is glad that his only son has offended him, and given him the 
ey of parading his Roman virtues. 

eonge had answered his wife thus when she and her father 
had urged him to ask assistance from Harcourt Talboys. 

“No, my darling,” he would say, conclusively. “ It is very 
hard, perhaps, to be poor, but we will bear it. We won’t go 
with pitiful faces to the stern father, and ask him to give us 
food and shelter, only to be refused in long Johnsonian sentences, 
and made à classical example of for the benefit of the neigh- 
bourhood. No, my pretty one; it is easy to starve, but it is 
difficult to stoop.” 

Perhaps poor Mrs. George did not agree very heartily to 
the first of these two propositions. She had no great fancy 
for starving, and she whimpered pitifully when the pretty pint 
bottles of champagne, with Cliquot’s and Moet’s brands upon 
their corks, were exchanged for sixpenny ale, procured by a 
slipshod attendant from the nearest beershop. George sad 
been obliged to carry his own burden and jend a helping hand 
with that of his wile, who had no idea of keeping her regrets 
or disappointments a secret. 

“T thought dragoons were always rich,” she used to say, 
peevishly. “ Girls always want to marry dragoons; and trades- 
people always want to serve dragoons; and hotel-keepers to 
entertain dragoons; and theatrical managers to be patronized 
by dragoons. Who could have ever expected that a dragoon 
would drink sixpenny ale, smoke horrid bird’s-eye tobacco, and 
let his wife wear a shabby bonnet P” 

If there were any selfish feeling displayed in such speeches 
as these, George Talboys had never discovered it. He had 
loved and believed in his wife from the first to the last hour of 
his brief married life. The love that is not blind is perhaps 
only a spurious divinity after all; for when Cupid takes the 
fillet from his eyes, it is a fatally certain indication that he is 
preparing to spread his wings for a flight. George never forgot 
the hour in which he had first been bewitched by Lieutenant 
Maldon’s pretty daughter, and however she might change, the 
image which had charmed him then held its place in his heart 
unchanged and unchanging. 

Robert Audley left Southampton by a train which started 
before daybreak, and reached Wareham station early in the 
day. He hired a vehicle at Wareham to take him over to 
Urange Heath. 

The snow had hardened upon the ground, and the day was 
clear and frosty, every object in the landscape standing in sharp 
outline against the cold blue sky. The horses’ hoofs clattered 
upon the ice-bound road, the iron shoes striking on ground 
that vas almost as hard as themselves. The wintry day bor 
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some resemblance to the man to whom Robert was going. 
Like him, it was sharp, frigid, and uncompromising; like him, 
it was merciless to distress, and impregnable to the softenin 

ower of sunshine. It would accept no sunshine but suc 
y anuary radiance as would light up the bleak, bare country 
without brightening it; and thus resembled Harcourt Talboys, 
who took the sternest side of every truth, and declared loudly 
to the disbelieving world that there never had been, and never 
could be, any other side. 

Robert Audley’s heart sank within him as the shabby hired 
vehicle stopped ata stern-looking tarred fence, and the driver 
Le à to open a broad iron gate, which swung back with 
a clanking noise and was caught by a great iron tooth planted in 
the ground, an instrument that snapped at the lowest bar of the 
gate, as if it wanted to bite. 

This iron gate opened into a scanty plantation of straight- 
limbed fir-trees that grew in rows and shook their sturdy winter 
foliage defiantly in the very teeth of the frosty breeze. A 
straight, gravelled carriage-drive ran between these straight trees 
across a smoothly-kept lawn to a square, red-brick mansion, 
every window of which winked and glittered in the January sun- 
light, as if it had been that moment cleaned by some indefati- 
gable hougemaid. 

History does not inform us whether Junius Brutus was a 
nuisance in his own house, but amongst other of his Roman 
virtues, Mr. Talboys owned an extreme aversion to disorder, and 
was the terror of every domestic in his establishment. 

The windows winked and the flight of stone steps glared in 
the sunlight, the prim garden walks were so freshly gravelled 
that they gave a sandy, gingery aspect to the place, reminding 
one unpleasantly of red hair. The lawn was chiefly ornamented 
with dark, wintry shrubs of a funereal aspect, which grew in 
eeds that looked like problems in Euclid; and the flight of stone 
steps leading to the square half-glass door of the hall was 
adorned with dark-green wooden tubs containing the same 
sturdy evergreens. 

“Tf the man is anything like his house,” Robert thought, “I 
don’t wonder that poor George and he parted.” 

At the md of a scanty avenue the carriage-drive turned a 
sharp co...er (it would have been made to describe a curve in 
any other man’s grounds), and ran before the lower windows of 
the house. The flyman dismounted at the steps, ascended them, 
“nd rang a Nica hdd bell, which flew back to its socket with 
an angry metallic snap, as if it had been insulted by the plebeian 
touch of the man’s hand. 

A man in black trousers and a striped linen jacket, which was 
evidently fresh from the hands of the laundress, opened the door 
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ao was at home. Would the gentleman send in his 
ca 


r 

Robert waited in the hall while his card was taken to the 
master of the house. 

The hall was large, lofty, and paved with stone. The panels 
of the oaken wainscot shone with the same uncompromising 
pe which was on every object within and without the red- 
rick mansion. 

Some people are so weak-minded as to affect pietures and 
statues. Mr. Harcourt Talboys was far too practical to indulge 
I any such foolish fancies, A barometer and an umbrella-stand 
were the only adornments of his entrance-hall. 

Robert Audley looked at these while his name was being sub- 
mitted to George’s father. 

e linen-jacketed servant returned presently. He was a 
Spare, pale-faced man of middle age, and had the appearance of 
ving outlived every emotion to which humanity is subject. 

“If you will step this way, sir,” he said, “ Mr. Talboys will 
see you, although ts is at breakfast. He begged me to state 
that he had imagined that everybody in Dorsetshire was ac- 
quainted with his breakfast-hour.’ 

This was intended as a stately reproof to Mr. Robert Audley. 

had, however, very small effect upon the young barrister. He 
merely lifted his eyebrows in placid deprecation of himself and 
everybody else. 

“TI don’t belong to Dorsetshire,” he said. “Mr. Talboys 
might have known that, if he had done me the honour to exer- 
frie Me powers of ratiocination on my behalf. Drive on, my 

en. ad 

The emotionless man looked at Robert Audley with the 
vacant stare of unmitigated horror, and opening one of the 

eavy oak doors, led the way into a large dining-room furnished 
with the severe simplicity of an apartment which is meant to be 
ate in, but never lived in; and at the top of a table which would 

ave accommodated eighteen persons, Robert beheld Mr. 
Harcourt Talboys. 

Mr. Talboys was robed in a dressing-gown of grey cloth, 
fastened about his waist with a girdle. It was a severe-looking 
garment, and was perhaps the nearest approach to a toga to be 
obtained within the range of modern costume. He wore a buff 
waistcoat, a stiffly-starched cambric cravat, and a faultless shirt 
sollar. The cold grey of his dressing-gown was almost the same 
as the cold grey of his eyes, and the pale buff of his waistcoat 
was the pale buff of his complexion. 

Robert Audley had not expected to find Harcourt Talboys at 
all like George in manners or disposition, but he had expected to 
see some family likeness between the father and the son. There 

K 








148 Lady Audley'e Secret. 


was none. It would have been impossible to imagine any oné 
more unlike George than the author of his existence. Robert 
scarcely wondered at the cruel letter he had received from Mr 
Talboys when he saw the writer of it. Such a man could 
scarcely have written otherwise. 

There was a second person in the large room, towards whom 
Robert glanced after saluting Harcourt Talboys, doubtful how 
to proceed. This second person was a lady, who sat at the last 
of a range of four windows, employed with some needlework, 
the kind which is generally called plain work, and with a large 
wicker basket, filled with calicoes and flannels, standing by 


F, 

‘The whole length of the room divided this lady from Robert, 
but he could see that she was young, and that she was like 
George Talboys. , 

“ His sister!” he thought, in that one moment during which 
he ventured to glance away from the master of the house to- 
wards the female figure at the window. “ His sister, no doubt. 
He was fond of her, I know. Surely, she is not utterly in- 
different as to his fate P ” 

The lady half rose from her seat, letting her work, which was 
large and awkward, fall from her lap as she did go, and dropping 
a reel of cotton, which rolled away upon the polished oaken 
flooring beyond the margin of the Turkey carpet. 

“ Sit down, Clara,” said the hard voice of Mr. Talboys. 

That gentleman did not appear to address his daughter, nor 
had his face been turned towards her when she rose. It seemed 
as if he had known it by some magnetic power peculiar to him- 
self; it seemed, as his servants were apt disrespectfully to 
observe, as if he had eyes in the back of his head. 

“Sit down, Clara,” he repeated, “and keep your cotton in 
your workbox.” 

The lady blushed at this reproof, and stooped to look for the 
sotton. Mr. Robert Audley, who was unabashed by the stern 
presence of the master of the house, knelt on the carpet, found 
the reel, and restored it to its owner; Harcourt Talboys staring 
at the proceeding with an expression of supreme astonishment. 

“Perhaps, Mr.——, Mr. Robert Audley!” he said, looking 
et the card which he held between his finger and thumb, “ per- 
haps when you have finished looking for reels of cotton, you 
will os good enough to tell me to what I owe the honour of thia 
visit LE 

He waved his well-shaped hand with a gesture which might 
have beer admired in the stately John Kemble; and the servant, 
understax/««g¢ the gesture, brought forward a ponderous red 
morocco chair. 

The proceeding was so slow and solemn that Robert had at 
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Grst thought that something extraordinary was about to be 
done; but the truth dawned upon him at last, and he dropped 
mato the massive chair. 

“You may remain, Wilson,” said Mr. Talboys, as the ser- 
vant was about to withdraw; “ Mr. Audley would perhaps 

e coffee.” 

Robert had eaten nothing that morning, but he glanced at 
the long expanse of dreary table-cloth, the silver tea and coffee 
equipage, Gee stiff splendour, and the very little appearance of 
any substantial entertainment, and he declined Mr. Talboys’ 
Invitation. 

“Mr. Audley will not take coffee, Wilson,” said the master of 
the house. “ You may go.” 

The man bowed and retired, opening and shutting the door 
8 cautiously as if he were taking a liberty in doing it at all, or 
as if the respect due to Mr. Talboys demanded his walking 
io through the oaken panel like a ghost in a German 


ry. 

Mr. Harcourt Talboys sat with his grey eyes fixed severely 
on his visitor, his elbows on the red morocco arms of his chair, 
and his finger-tips joined. It was the attitude in which, had 
he been Junius Brutus, he would have sat at the trial of his 
_80n. Had Robert Audley been easily disconcerted, Mr. Talboys 
might have succeeded in disconcerting him; but as he would 

ave sat with perfect tranquillity upon an open gunpowder 
barrel lighting ite cigar, he was not at all disturbed upon 
his occasion. The father’s dignity seemed a very small thing 
to him when he thought of the possible causes of the son’s 

sappearance. 

“I wrote to you some time since, Mr. Talboys,” he said, 
cea when he saw that he was expected to open the conver- 
8ation. 

Harcourt Talboys bowed. He knew that it was of his lost 
on that Robert came to speak. He bowed across his finger- 
tips at his visitor. The trial had begun, and Junius Brutus 
Was enjoying himself. 

“TJ received your communication, Mr. Audley,” he said. 
“It is endorsed amongst other. business letters: it was duly 
answered.” 

“ That letter concerned your son.” 

There was a little rustling noise at the window where the 
lady sat, as Robert said this: he looked at her almost instan- 
taneously, but she did not seem to have stirred. She was not 
working, but she was perfectly quiet. 

“She is as heartless as her father, I dare say, though she à 
e George,” thought Mr. Audley. 
“Your letter amcerned the person who was once my #0 
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perhaps, sir,” said Harcourt Talboys; “I must ask you to 
remember that I have no longer a son.” 

“You have no reason to remind me of that, Mr. Talboys,” 
answered Robert, gravely; “I remember it only too well. I 
have fatal reason to believe that you have no longer a son. I 
have bitter cause to think that he is dead.” 

It may be that Mr. Talboys’ complexion faded to a paler 
shade of buff as Robert said this; Qu he only à his 
bristling grey eyebrows and shook his head gently. 

“No,” he said, “no, I assure you, no.” 

“I believe that George Talboys died in the month of Sep- 
tember.” 

The girl who had been addressed as Clara sat with her work 
primly folded upon her lap, and her hands lying clasped to- 

ether on her work, and never stirred when Robert spoke of 
ig friend’s death. He could not distinctly see her as for 
she was seated at some distance from him, and with her back 
to the window. 

“No, no, I assure you,” repeated Mr. Talboys, “you labour 
under a mistake.” 

“You believe that I am mistaken in thinking your son 
dead ? ” asked Robert. 

“Most certainly,” replied Mr. Talboys, with a smile expres- 
sive of the serenity of wisdom. “Most certainly, my dear sir. 
The disappearance was a very clever trick, no doubt, but it was 
not sufficiently clever to deceive me. You must permit me to 
understand this matter a little better than you, Mr. Audley, 
and you must also permit me to assure you of three things. 
In the first place, your friend is not dead. In the second place, 
he is keeping out of the way for the purpose of alarming me, 
of trifling with my feelings as a—as a man who was once his 
father, and of ultimately obtaining my forgiveness. In the 
third place, he will not obtain that forgiveness, however long he 
may please to keep out of the way; and he would therefore act 
wisely by returning to his ordinary residence and avocations 
without delay.” 

“Then you imagine him to purposely hide himself from all 
who know him, for the pupose of Ps 

“For the purpose of influencing me,” exclaimed Mr. Talboys, 
who, taking a stand upon his own self-esteem, traced eve 
event in life from that one centre, and resolutely declined to loo 
at it from any other point of view. “ For the purpose of influ. 
encing me. He knew the inflexibility of my character; to a 
eertain degree he was acquainted with me, and he knew that 
all ordinary attempts at softening my decision, or moving me 
from the fixed purpose of my life, would fail, He therefore 
triod extraordinary means; he has kept out of the way in order 
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to alarm me; and when after due time be discovers chat he 
has not alarmed me, he will return to his old haunts. When 
he does so,’ saia Mr. Talboys, rising to sublimity, “I will for- 
give him. Yes, sir, I will forgive him. 1 shall say to him: 
“You have attempted to deceive me, and 1 have shown you 
that I am not to be deceived; you have tried to frighten me, 
and I have convinced you that 1 am not to be frightened; you 
did not believe in my generosity, I will show you that I can be 
generous.’ ” 

Harcourt Talboys delivered himself of these superb periods 
with a studied manner, that showed they had been carefully 
composed long ago. 

Robert Audley sighed as he heard them. 

“Heaven grant that you may have an opportunity of saying 

s to your son, sir!” he answered, sadly. “I am very glad to 
find that you are willing to forgive him, but I fear that you 
will never see him again upon this earth. I have a great deal 
to say to you upon this—this sad subject, Mr. Talboys; but I 
would rather say it to you alone,” he added, glancing at the 
lady in the window. 

“My daughter knows my ideas upon this subject, Mr. Aud- 
ley,” said Harcourt Talboys; “there is no reason why she 
should not hear all you have to say. Miss Clara Talboys, Mr. 
Robert Audley,” he added, waving his hand majestically. 
woe young lady bent her head in recognition of Rebert’s 

Ww. 


“ Let her hear it,” he thought. “If she has so little feeling 
as to show no emotion upon such a subject, let her hear the 
worst I have to tell.” 

There was a few minutes’ pause, during which Robert took 
Some papers from his pocket; amongst them the document 
which he had written immediately after George’s disappear- 
ance, 

«QI shall require all your attention, Mr. Talboys,” he said, 
‘for that which I have to disclose to you is of a very painful 
nature, Your son was my very dear friend—dear to me for 
many reasons. Perhaps most of all dear, because I had known 

and been with him through the great trouble of his life; 
and because he stood comparatively alone in the world—cast 
off by you, who should have been his best friend, bereft of the 
only woman he had ever loved.” 

“The daughter of a drunken pauper,” Mr. Talhoys remarked, 
parenthetically. 

“Had he died in his bed, as I sometimes thought he would, , 
continued Robert Audley, “of a broken heart, I should have 
mourned for him very sincerely, even though I had closed hia 
eyes with my own ds, and had seen him laid in his quiot 
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resting-place. I should have grieved for my old schvol-fellow, 
and for the companion who had been dear to me. But the 
grief would have been a very small one compared to that which 
I feel now, believing, as I do, only too firmly, that my poor 
friend has been murdered.” 

“ Murdered!” 

The father and daughter simultaneously repeated the horrible 


word. The father’s face changed to a ghastly duskiness of hue; 


the daughter’s face dropped upon her clasped hands, and was 
never lifted again throughout the interview. — 

“Mr. Audley, you are mad!” exclaimed Harcourt Talboys; 
ss Es are mad, or else you are commissioned by your friend to 
play upon my feelings. I protest against this proceeding as a 
conspiracy; and I—I revoke my intended forgiveness of the 
person who was once my son.” 

He was himself again as he said this. The blow had been a 
sharp one, but its effect had been momentary. 

“It is far from my wish to alarm you unnecessarily, sir,” 


“answered Robert. “Heaven grant that you may be right and I 


wrong! I pray that it may be so, but I cannot think that it 
is so—I cannot even hope that it isso. I come to you for 
advice. I will state to you plainly and dispassionately the 
circumstances which have aroused my suspicions. If you, say 
those suspicions are foolish and unfounded, I am ready to 
submit to your better judgment. I will leave England; and I 
will abandon my search for the evidence wanting to—to confirm 
my fears. Ifyou say go on, I will go on.” 

Nothing could be more gratifying to the vanity of Mr. Harcourt 
Talboys than this appeal. He declared himself ready to listen 
to all that Robert might have to say, and ready to assist him to 
the uttermost of his power. 

He laid some stress upon this last assurance, deprecating the 
value of his advice with an affectation that was as transparent 
as his self-conceit. 

Robert Audley drew his chair nearer to that of Mr. Talboys 
and commenced a minutely-detailed account of all that had 
happened to George from the time of his arrival in England te 
the hour of his disappearance, as well as all that had occurred 
since his disappearance in any way touching upon that particular 
subject. Harcourt Talboys listened with demonstrative attention, 
now and then interrupting the speaker to ask some magisterial 
kind of question. Clara Talboys never once lifted her face from 
her clasped hands. 

The hands of the clock pointed to a quarter past eleven 
wheu Robert began his story. The clock struck twelve as he 
finished. 

He had carefully suppressed the names of his uncle and hw 
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ancle’s wife, in relating the circumstances in which they had 
been concerned. 

“Now, sir,’ he said, when the story had been told, “1 
await your decision. You have heard my reasons for coming 
to this terrible conclusion. In what manner do those reasons 
influence you P ” s 

“They do not in any way turn me from my previous 
opinion,” answered Mr. Harcourt Talboys, with the unreasoning 
pride of an obstinate man. “I still think, as I thought before, 
that my son is alive, and that his disappearance is a con- 
spiracy against myself. I decline to become the victim of that 
conspiracy.” 

“ And you tell me to stop P” asked Robert, solemnly. 

ST tell. you only this:—If you go on, you go on for your 
own satisfaction, not for mine. I see nothing in what you have 
told me to alarm me for the safety of your friend.” é 

“So be it, then,” exclaimed Robert, suddenly; “from this 
moment I wash my hands of this business. From this moment 
the purpose of my life shall be to forget it.” D 

e rose as he spoke, and took his hat from the table on 
which he had placed it. He looked at Clara Talboys. Her 
attitude had never changed since she had dropped her face 
upox her hands. “Good morning, Mr. Talboys,” he said, 
gravely. “ God grant that you are right! God grant that I 
am wrong! But I fear a day will come when you will have 
reason to regret your apathy respecting the untimely fate d 
Your only son.” 

He bowed gravely to Mr. Harcourt Talboys and to the lady, 
whose face was still hidden by her hands. 

He lingered for a moment looking at Miss Talboys, thinking 
that she would look up, that she would make some sign, or show 
some desire to detain to. 

Mr. Talboys rang for the emotionless servant, who led 
Robert off to the hall door with a solemnity of manner which 
would have been in perfect keeping had he been leading him 
to execution. 

“She is like her father,” thought Mr. Audley, as he glanced 
for the last time at tre drooping head. “ Poor George, you had 
need of one friend iu this world, for you have had very fuw tu 
love you!” 








CHAPTER XXTY¥. 
CLARA. 


Rosert Auprey found the driver asleep upon the box of his 
lumbering vehicle. He had been entertained with beer of où 
ard a nature, as to induce temporary strangulation in the 
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daring imbiber thereof, and he was very glad to welcome the 
return of his fare. The old white horse, which looked ag if it 
had been foaled in the year in which the carriage had been built, 
and seemed, like the carriage, to have outlived the fashion, was 
as fast asleep as its master, and woke up with a jerk as Robert 
came down the stony flight of steps, attended by his executioner, 
who waited respectfully till Mr. Audley had entered the vehicle 
and been turned off. 

The horse, roused by asmack of his driver’s whip, and a shake 
of the shabby reins, crawled off in a semi-somnambulent state, 
and Robert, with his hat very much over his eyes, thought of 
his missing friend. 

George had played in these stiff gardens, and under these 
dreary firs, years ago, perhaps—if it were possible for the most 
frolicsome youth to be playful within the range of Mr. Harcourt 
Talboys’ hard grey eyes. He had played beneath these dark 
trees, perhaps, with the sister who had heard of his fate to-day 
without a tear. Robert Audley looked at the rigid primness of 
the orderly grounds, wondering how George could have grown up 
in such a place to be the frank, generous, careless friend whom 
he had known. How was it that with his father perpetually 
before his eyes, he had not grown up after the father’s dis- 
agreeable model, to be a nuisance to his fellow-men? How was 
itP Because we have Some One higher than our parents to 
thank for the souls which make us great or small; and because, 
while family noses and family chins may descend in orderly 
sequence from father to son, from grandsire to grandchild, as 
the fashion of the fading flowers of one year are reproduced in 
the budding blossoms of the next, the spirit, more subtle than 
the wind which blows among those flowers, independent of all 
earthly rule, owns no order but the harmonious Law of God. 

“Thank God!” thought Robert Audley—“thank God! it is 
over. My poor friend must rest in his unknown grave; and I 
ghall not be the means of bringing disgrace upon those I love. 
It will come, erhaps, sooner or later, but 1t will not come 
through me. The crisis is past, and I am free.” 

He felt an unutterable relief in this thought. His generous 
rature revolted against the office which he had found thrust 
apon him—the office of spy, the collector of damning facts that 
ied on to horrible deductions. 

He drew a long breath—a sigh of relief at his release. It was 
4£:) over now. 

The fly was crawling out of the gate of the plantation as he 
thought this, and he stood up in the vehicle to look back at the 
dreary fir-trees, the gravel paths, the smooth grass, and the 
great desolate-looking, red-brick mansion. 

He was startled by the eppearance of 8 women running, 
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almost flying, along the carriage-drive by which he had come, 
and waving à handkerchief in her uplifted hand. : 
_He stared at this singular apparition for some moments 1n 
oon wonder, before he was able to reduce his stupefaction inte 
words. 

“Is it me the flying female wants? ” he exclaimed at last 
“You'd better stop, perhaps,” he added to the flyman. “It ie 
an age of eccentricity, an abnormal era of the world’s history. 
She may want me. Very likely I left my pocket-handkerchief 
behind me, and Mr. Talboys has sent this person with it. Per- 
haps I’d better get out and go and meet her. It’s civil to send 
my handkerchief.” 

Mr. Robert Audley deliberately descended from the fly, and 
walked slowly towards the hurrying female figure, which gained 
upon him rapidly. 

He was rather short-sighted, and it was not until the woman 
came very near to him that he saw who she was. 

“ Good heavens!” he exclaimed, “it’s Miss Talboys.” 

It was Miss Talboys, flushed and breathless, with a shawl 
over her head. 

Robert Audley now saw her face clearly for the first time, 
and he saw that she was very handsome. She had brown eyes, 
like George’s, a pale complexion (she had been flushed when she 
approached him, but the colour faded away as she recovered her 
breath), regular features, and a mobility of expression which 
bore record of every change of feeling. He saw all this in a few 
moments, and he wondered only the more at the stoicism of her 
manner during his interview with Mr. Talboys. ‘There were no 
tears in her eyes, but they were bright with a feverish lustre 
—terribly bright and dry—and he could see that her lips 
trembled as she spoke to him. 

“Miss Talboys,” he said, “ what can IP—why——” 

_She interrupted him suddenly, catching at his wrist with ka 
disengaged hand—she was holding her shawl in the other. 

“Oh, let me speak to you,” she cried—“let me speak to you, 
or I shall go mad! I heard it all I believe what you believe; 
and I shall go mad unless I can do something—something 
towards avenging his death.” 

For a few moments Robert Audley was too much bewildered 
to answer her. Of all things possible upon earth he had least 
expected to behold her thus. 

“Take my arm, Miss Talboys,” he said. “Pray calm he 
self. Let us walk a little way back towards the house, and talk 
Data. I would not have spoken as I did before you, had I 

nOWN—?? 





“Had you known that I loved my brother,” she said, quickly. 


 ’ How should you know that I loved him! How should any 
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one think that I loved him, when I have never had power ts 
win him a welcome beneath that roof, or a kindly word from his 
father? How should I dare to betray my love for him in that 
house, when I knew that even a sister’s affection would be 
turned to his disadvantage? You do not know my father, Mr. 
Audley. Ido. I knew that to intercede for George would 
have been to ruin his cause. I knew that to leave matters in 
my father’s hands, and to trust to time, was my only chance of 
ever seeing that dear brother again. And I waited—waited 
atiently, always hoping for the best; for I knew that my 
ather loved his only son. I see your contemptuous smile, Mr. 
Audley, and I dare say it is dificult for a stranger to believe 
that underneath his affected stoicism, my father conceals some 
degree of affection for his children—no very warm attachment, 
perhaps, for he has always ruled his life by the strict law ot 
duty. Stop,” she said, suddenly, laying her satel upon his arm, 
and looking back through the straight avenue of pines; “I ran 
out of the house by the back way. Papa must not see me 
talking to you, Mr. Audley, and he must not see the fly standing 
at the gate. Will you go into the high road, and tell the man 
to drive on a little sl I will come out of the plantation by a 
little gate farther on, and meet you in the road.” 
“But you will catch cold, Miss Talboys,” remonstrated 
Robert, looking at her anxiously, for he saw that she was 
trembling. “ You are shivering now.” 
“Not with cold,” she answered. “I am thinking of my 
brother George. If you have any pity for the only sister of { 
your lost friend, do what I ask you, Mr. Audley. I must speak 
to you—I must speak to you—calmly, if I can.” | 
he put her hand to her head as if trying to collect her 
thoughts, and then pointed to the gate. Robert bowed and left 
her. He told the man to drive slowly towards the station, and 
walked on by the side of the tarred fence surrounding Mr. 
Talboys’ grounds. About a hundred yards beyond the principal 
| entrance he came to a little wooden gate in the fence, and waited 











by it for Miss Talboys. | 
She joined him presently, with her shawl still over her head, | 
and her eyes still bright and tearless. J 
“Will you walk with me inside the plantation?” she said. 
“We might be observed on the high road.” 
He bowed, passed through the gate, and shut it behind him. 
When she took his offered arm he found that she was still | 
| trembling—trembling very violently. 
“Pray, pray calm yourself, Miss Talboys,” he said: “I may | 
| have been deceived in the opinion which I have formed; I | 
may: ‘ | 
| “No, no, no!” she exclaimed, “you are not deceived. My 
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brotner has been murdered. Tell me the name of that woman 
—the woman whom you suspect of being concerned in his dis- 
Rppearance—in his murder.” 

“That I cannot do until——” 

“Until when P ” 

“Until I know that she is guilty.” 

.“ You told my father that you would abandon all idea ot 
discovering the truth—that you would rest satisfied to leave my 
brother’s fate a horrible mystery never to be solved upon this 
earth; but you will not do so, Mr. Audley—you will not be 
false to the memory of your friend. You will see ie done 
me those who have destroyed him. You will do this, will you 
notP” 


A gloomy shadow spread itself like a dark cloud over Robert 

udley’s handsome face. 

He remembered what he had said the day before at South- 
ampton— 

“A hand that is stronger than my own is beckoning me 
Onward upon the dark road.” 

A x of an hour before, he had believed that all was over, 

and that he was released froin the dreadful duty of discovering 

the secret of George’s death. Now this girl, this APR 

passionless girl, had found a voice, and was urging him on 
wards his fate. 

“Tf you knew what misery to me may be involved in dis- 
Covering the truth, Miss Talboys,” he said, “you would scarcely 
ask me to pursue this business any further.” : 

“But I do ask you,” she answered, with suppressed passion 
—“TI do ask you. | I ask you to avenge my brother’s untimely 
death. Will you do so? “Yes or no?” 

“What if I answer no?” 

“Then I will do it myself!” she exclaimed, looking at him 
with her bright brown eyes. “I myself will follow up the clue 
to this mystery; I will find this woman—yes, though you refuse 
to tell me in what part of England my brother disappeared. 1 
Will travel from one end of the world to the other to find the 
Secret of his fate, if you refuse to find it for me. I am of age; 
MY own mistress; rich, for I have money left me by one of my 
aunts; I shall be able to employ those who will help me in m 
search, and I will make it to their interest to serve me wel 

oose between the two alternatives, Mr. Audley. Shall you 
or I find my brother’s murderer P” 

He looked in her face, and saw that her resolution was the 

t of no transient womanish enthusiasm, which would give 

Way under the pressure of dittieulty. Her beautiful features, 

naturally statuesque in their noble autlines, seemed transformed 

into marble by the rigidity of her expression. The face at whics 
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he leoked was the face of a woman whom death only could turn 
from her purpose. 

“JT have grown up in an atmosphere of suppression,” she said, 
quietly; “I have stifled and dwarfed the natural feelings of m 
heart, until they have become unnatural in their intensity. 
have been allowed neither friends nor lovers. My mother died 
when I was very young. My father has always been to me 
what you saw him to-day. I have had no one but my brother. 
All the love that my heart can hold has been centred upon him. 
Do you wonder, then, that when I hear that his young life has 
been ended by the hand of treachery, that I wish to see ven- 
geance done upon the traitor? Oh, my God!” she cried, 
suddenly clasping her hands and looking upward to the cold 
winter sky, “lead me to the murderer of my brother, and let 
mine be the hand to avenge his untimely death!” 

Robert Audley stood looking at her with awe-stricken admi- 
ration. Her beauty was elevated into sublimity by the intensity 
of her suppressed passion. She was different from all other 
women fn he had ever seen. His cousin was pretty, his 
ancle’s wife was lovely, but Clara Talboys was beautiful. 
Niobe’s face, sublimated by sorrow, could scarcely have been 
more purely classical than hers. Even her dress, puritan in its 
grey simplicity, became her beauty better than a more beautiful 
dress would have become a less beautiful woman. 

“Miss Talboys,” said Robert, after a pause, “your brother 
shall not be unavenged. He shall not be forgotten. I do not 
think that any professional aid which you could procure would 
lead you as surely to the secret of this mystery as I can lead 
you, if you are patient and trust me.” 

“JT will trust you,” she answered, “for I see that you will 
help me.” 

“T believe that it is my destiny to do so,” he said, solemnly. 

In the whole course of his conversation with Harcourt Talboys, 
Robert Audley had carefully avoided making any deductions 
from the circumstances which he had submitted to George’a 
father. He had simply told the story of the missing man’a 
life, from the hour of as arriving in London to that of his dis- 
appearance : but he saw that Clara Talboys had arrived at the 
same conclusion as himself, and that it was tacitly understood 
between them. 

‘ Have you any letters of your brother’s, Miss Talboys ? ” he 
asked. 

“Two. One written soon after his marriage; the other 
written at Liverpool, the night before he sailed for Australia.” 

“ Will you let me see them P” 

“Yes I will send them to you, if you will give me your 
nddress, You will write to me from time to time, will yon not? 
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to tell me whether you are approaching the truth. T shall be 
obliged to act secretly here, but I am going to leave home in 
two or three months, and I shall be perfectly free then to act as 
I please.” 

“You are not going to leave England?” Robert asked. |. 

“Oh,no! I am only going to pay a long-promised visit to 
some friends in Essex.” 

Robert started so violently, as Clara Talboys said this, that 
she looked suddenly at his face. The agitation visible there 
betrayed a part of his secret. 

“My brother George disappeared in Essex,” she said. 

He could not contradict her. 

“T am sorry you have discovered so much,” he replied, “My 
position becomes every day more complicated, every day more 
painful. Good-bye!” 

She gave him her hand mechanically when he held out his, . 
but it was colder than marble, and fell lifelessly at her side 
when he released it. 

“Pray lose no time in returning to the house,” he said, 
earnestly. “I fear you will suffer from this morning’s wor se 

“Suffer!” she exclaimed, scornfully. “You talk to me of 
suffering, when the only creature in this world who ever loved 
me has been taken from it in the bloom of youth. What can 
there be for me henceforth but suffering? What is the cold to 
me?” she said, flinging back her shawl, and baring her beautiful 
head to the bitter wind. “I would walk from here to London 

arefoot through the snow, and never stop by the way, if I 
could bring him back w Lf What would tds do to bring 
him back ? What would I not do?” 

The words broke from her in a wail of passionate sorrow; 
and clasping her hands before her face, she wept for the first 
time that day. The violence of her sobs shook her slender 
frame, and she was obliged to lean against the trunk of a tree 
for support. 

Robert looked at her with a tender compassion in his face; 
the was so like the friend whom he had loved and lost, that it 
was impossible for him to think of her as a stranger; im- 
Jossible to remember that they had met that morning for the 
rst time. 

“Pray, pray be calm,” he said; “hope even against hope. 
We may both be deceived; your brother may still live.” 

a Oh! if it were so,” she murmured, passionately ; “if it could 

80.”” 

“ Let us try and hope that it may be so.” 

“No,” she answered, looking at his through her tears, “let 
us hope for nothing but revenge. Good-bye, Mr. Audley! 
Stop; your address.” 








158 
aes gave her a card, which she put into the pocket of her 
ess. 


“I will send you George’s letters,” she said; “they may help 
you. Good-bye!” 
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She left him, half-bewildered by the passionate energy of her 


manner, and the noble beauty of her face. He watched her as 
she disappeared amongst the straight trunks of the fir-trees, 
and then walked slowly out of the plantation. 

“ Heaven help those who stand between me and the secret !”? 
he thought; “for they will be sacrificed to the memory of 
George 'l'alboys.” 


CHAPTER XXV. 
GEORGE’S LETTERS. 


Rozert Avprzy did not stop at Southampton, except to change 
carriages, and claim a carpet-bag which he had left at the 
station inthe morning. He travelled by an express, and reached 
the Waterloo terminus an hour or two after dark. The snow, 
which had been hard and crisp in Dorsetshire, was a black and 
greasy slush in the Waterloo-road, thawed by the lamps of the 
gin-palaces and the flaring gas in the butchers’ shops. 

Robert Audley shrugged his shoulders as he looked at the 
dingy streets through which the Hansom carried him, the cab- 
man choosing—with that delicious instinct which seems innate 
in the drivers of hackney vehicles—all thoes. dark and hideous 
thoroughfares utterly unknown +++ the vrainary pedestrian. 

“What a pleasant thing lite is!” thought the barrister. 
“ What an unspeakable boon—what an overpowering blessing! 
Let any man make a calculation of his existence, subtractin 
the hours in which he has been thoroughly happy—really it 
entirely at his ease, without one arrière pensée to mar his enjoy- 
ment—without the most infinitesimal cloud to overshadow the 
brightness of his horizon. Let him do this, and surely he will 
laugh in utter bitterness of soul when he sets down the sum of 
his felicity, and discovers the pitiful smallness of the amount. 
He will have enjoyed himself for a week or ten days in thirty 
years perhaps. In thirty years of dull December and blustering 
March, and showery April, and dark November weather, there 
may have been seven or eight glorious August days through 
which tie sun has blazed in cloudless radiance, and the summer 
breezes have breathed perpetual balm. How fondly we recollect 
those solitary days of pleasure, and hope for their recurrence, 
and try to plan the circumstances that made them bright; and 
arrange, and predestinate, and diplomatize with fate for a re- 
newal of the remembered joy. As if any joy could ever be 
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exilé up out of such and such constituent parts! As if happi- 
ness were not essentially accidental—a bright and wandering 
bird, utterly irregular im its migration; with us one summer's 
day, and for ever gone from us on the next! Look at matris 
mony, for instance,” mused Robert, who was as meditative in th 
jolting vehicle for whose occupation he was to pay sixpenze a 
mile, as if he had been riding a mustang on the wide loneliness 
of the prairies. “Look at matrimony! Who is to say which 
shall be the one judicious selection out of the nine hundred and 
ninety-nine mistakes? Who shall decide from the first aspect 
of the slimy creature, which is to be the one eel out of the 
colossal bag of snakes? That girl on the kerbstone yonder, 
waiting to cross the street when my chariot shall have passed, 
may be the one woman out of every female creature in this 
vast universe who could make me a happy man. Yet I pass her 
by—bespatter her with the mud from my wheels, in m elpless 
gnorance, in my blind submission to the awful hand of fatality 
If that girl, Clara Talboys, had been five minutes later, I should 
have left Dorsetshire, thinking her cold, hard, and unwomanly, 
umd should have gone to my grave with that mistake part and 
parcel of my mind. I took her for a stately and heartless 
automaton: I know her now to be a noble and beautiful 
woman. What an incalculable difference this may make in 
my life! When I left that house, I went out into the winter 
day with the determination of abandoning all further thought 
of the secret of George’s death. I see her, and she forces me 
onward upon the loathsome path, the crooked bye-way of watch- 
ulness and suspicion. How can I say to this sister of my dead 
mend, ‘T believe that your brother has been murdered! I 
believe that I know by whom, but I will take no step to set my 
doubts at rest, or to confirm my fearsP’ I cannot gay this. 

18 woman knows half my secret; she will soon possess her- 
self of the rest; and then—and then À 

The cab stopped in the midst of Robert Audley’s meditation, 
and he had to pay the cabman, and submit to all the dreary 
mechanism of lite, which is the same whether we a e glad or 
laine we are to be married or hung, elevated to the 
Woolsack, or disbarred by our brother benchers on so“ ne myste- 
rious technical tangle of wrong-doing, which is a soci.] enigma 
to those outside the Middle Temple. 

We are apt to be angry with this cruel hardness in our life— 
this, unflinching regularity in the smaller wheels and meaner 
mechanism of the human machine, which knows no sto, page or 
cessation, though the mainspring be for ever broken, and the 

ands pointing to purposeless figures upon a shattered dial. 
Vho has not felt, in the first madness of sorrow, an unrea- 
‘ning rage against the mute propriety of chairs and tables, tha 
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stiff squareness of Turkey carpets, the unbending obstinacy of 
the outward apparatus of existenceP We want to root up 
igantic trees In a primeval forest, and to tear their huge 
ranches asunder in our convulsive grasp; but the utmost that 
we can do for the relief of our passion is to knock over an easy- 
chair, or smash a few shillings’ worth of crockery-ware. 

Madhouses are large and only too numerous; yet surely it is 
strange they are not larger, when we think of how many help- 
less wretches must beat their brains against this hopeless 
persistency of the orderly outward world, as compared with the 
storm and tempest, the riot and confusion within ;—when we 
remember how many minds must tremble upon the narrow 
boundary between reason and unreason, mad to-day and sane 
to-morrow, mad yesterday and sane to-day. 

Robert had directed the cabman to drop him at the corner 
of Chancery-lane, and he ascended the brilliantly-lighted stair. 
case leading to the dining saloon of The London, and seated 
himself at one of the snug tables with a confused sense of 
emptiness and weariness, rather than any agreeable sensation 
of healthy hunger. He had come to the luxurious eating- 
house to dine, because it was absolutely necessary to eat some- 
thing somewhere, and a great deal easier to get a very good 
dinner here than a very bad one from Mrs. Maloney, whose 
mind ran in one narrow channel of chops and steaks, only 
variable by small creeks and outlets in the way of “briled 
sole” or “ biled mack’rill.” The solicitous waiter tried in vain 
to awaken poor Robert to a proper sense of the solemnity of the 
dinner question. He muttered something to the effect that the 
man might bring him anything he liked, and the friendly 
waiter, who knew Robert as a frequent guest at the little 
tables, went back to his master with a doleful face to say that 
Mr. Audley from Fig-tree Court was evidently out of spirits. 
Robert ate his dinner, and drank a pint of Moselle; but he had 

: pou appreciation for the excellence of the viands or the delicate 
agrance of the wine. The mental monologue still went on, 
and the young philosopher of the modern school was arguing 
the favourite modern question of the nothingness of everything, 
and the folly of taking too much trouble to walk upon a 
that led nowhere, or to compass a work that meant nothing. 

“T accept the dominion of that pale girl, with the statuesque 
features and the calm brown eyes,” he thought. “I recognize 
the power of a mind superior to my own, and I yield to it, and 
bow down to it. I’ve been acting for myself, and thinking for 
myself, for the last few months, and I’m tired of the unnatural 
business. I’ve been false to the leading principle of my life, 
and I’ve suffered for my folly. I found two grey hairs in my 
head the week before last. and an impertinent crow hag plauted 
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& delicate impression of his foot under my right eye. Yes, 
5% m getting old upon the right side; and why—why should it 
80 ” 

He pushed away his plate, and elevated his eyebrows thought- 
fully, staring at this crumbs upon the glistening damask, as he 
pondered the question,— % 

“ What the devil am I doing in this galère ?” he asked. “But 

am in it, and I can’t get out of it, so I’d better submit myself 
to the brown-eyed giz], and do what she tells me, patiently and 
faithfully. What a wonderful solution to life’s enigma there is 
In petticoat government! Man might lie in the sunshine and 
eat lotuses, and fancy it ‘ always afternoon,’ if his wife would let 

tm! But she won’t, bless her impulsive heart and active 
mind! She knows better than that. Whoever heard of a 
Woman taking life as it ought to be taken? Instead of sup- 
ce it as an unavoidable nuisance, only redeemable by its 

revity, she goes through it as if it were a pageant or a pro- 
cession. She dresses for it, and simpers, and grins, and gesti- 
eulates. She pushes her neighbours, and struggles for a good 
Place in the dismal march; she elbows, and writhes, and 

amples, and prances, to the one end of making the most of the 
misery. She gets up early and sits up late, and is loud, and 
testless, and noisy, and unpitying. She drags her husband on 
to the Woolsack, or pushes him into parliament. She drives 

im full butt at the dear, lazy machinery of government; and 

hocks and buffets him about the wheels, and cranks, and 
Screws, and pulleys; until somebody, for quiet’s sake, makes 
ui something that she wanted him to be made. That’s why 
inCOmpetent men sometimes sit in high places, and interpose 

clr poor muddled intellects between the things to be done and 

2¢ people that can do them, making universal confusion in the 
elpless innocence of well-placed incapacity. The square men in 
ne Tound holes are pushed into them by their wives. ‘The 
“astern potentate who declared that women were at the bottom 
of all mischief, should have gone a little further and stated why 
it is 80. It is because women are never lazy. They don’t know 
What it is to be quiet. They are Semiramides, and Cleopatras, 
and Joan of Ares, Queen Elizabeths, and Catherinethe Seconds, 
and they riot in battle, and murder, and clamour, and despera- 
tion. If they can’t agitate the universe and play at ball with 
€mispheres, they'll make mountains of warfare and vexation 
out of domestic molehills; and brew social storms in household 
actus. Forbid them to hold forth upon the freedom of nations 
and the wrongs of mankind, and they’ll quarrel with Mrs. Jones 
about the shape of a mantle or the character of a small maid- 
Servant. To call them the weaker sex is a hideous mockery. 
They are the stronger sex, the noisier, the more persevering. 
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the more self-assertive sex. They want freedom of opinion 
variety of occupation, do they P Let them have it. Let them 
be lawyers, doctors, preachers, teachers, soldiers, legislators— 
anything they like—but let them be quiet—if they can.” 

r. Audley pushed his hands through the thick luxuriance 
of his straight brown hair, and uplifted the dark mass in his 
despair. 

eT hate women,” he thought, savagely. “They are bold, 
brazen, abominable creatures, invented for the annoyance and 
destruction of their superiors. Look at this business of poor 
George’s! It’s all woman’s work from one end to the other 
He marries a woman, and his father casts him off, penniless and 
rofessionless. He hears of the woman’s death and he breaks 
is heart—his good, honest, manly heart, worth a million of the 
treacherous lumps of self-interest and mercenary calculation 
which beat in women’s breasts. He goes to a woman’s house 
and he is never seen alive again. And now I find myself driven 
into a corner by another woman, of whose existence I had never 
thought until this day. And—and then,” mused Mr. Audley, 
rather irreverently, “there’s Alicia, too; she’s another nuisance. 
She’d like me to marry her, I know: and she’ll make me do it, 
I dare say, before she has done with me. But I’d much rather 
not; though sheis a dear, bouncing, generous creature, bless her 
poor little heart !” 

Robert paid his bill and rewarded the waiter liberally. The 
oung barrister was very willing to distribute his comfortable 
ittle income amongst the people who served him, for he carried 

his indifference to all things in the universe, even to the matter 
of pounds, shillings, and pence. Perhaps he was rather excep- 
tional in this, as you may frequently find that the philosopher 
who calls life an empty delusion will be pretty sharp in the in- 
vestment of his moneys; and will recognize the tangible nature 
of India Bonds, Spanish Certificates, and Heyptian Scrip—aa 
contrasted with the painful uncertainty of an Ego or a non-Hgo 
in metaphysics. 

The snug rooms in Fig-tree Cuurt seemed dreary in their 
orderly quiet to Robert Audley upon this particular evening. 
He had no inclination for his French novels, though there was a 
packet of uncut romances, comic and sentimental, ordered a 
month before, waiting his pleasure upon one of the tables. He 
bok his favourite meerschaum and dropped into his favourite 
ehair with a sigh. 

“It's comfortable, but it seems abominably lonely to-night 
If poor George were sitting opposite to me, or—or even George's 
gister—she’s very like bim—eristence might be a little mora 
endurable. But when a fellow has lived by himself for eight oy 
ten years he begins to be bad company.” 
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* 

He burst out laughing presently, as he finished his first pipe. 

“The idea of my thinking of George’s sister,” ho thought 
“what a preposterous idiot I am!” + 

The next day’s post brought him a letter in a firm but femi- 
nine hand, which was strange to him. He found the little 
packet lying on his breakfast-table, beside the warm French roll 
wrapped in a napkin by Mrs. Maloney’s careful but rather dirty 
hands. He contemplated the envelope for some minutes before 
opening it—not in any wonder as to his correspondent, for the 
letter bore the post-mark of Grange Heath, and he knew that 
there was only one person who was likely to write to him from 
that obscure village; but in that lazy dreaminess which was a 
part of his character. 

“ From Clara Talboys,” he murmured slowly, as be looked 
critically at the clearly-shaped letters of his name and address. 
“Yes, from Clara Talboys, most decidedly; I recognize a 
feminine resemblance to poor George’s hand; neater than his, 
and more decided than his, but very like, very like.” 

_He turned the letter over and examined the seal, which bore 
his friend’s familiar crest. 

“ T wonder what she says to me!” he thought. “Its a long 
letter, I dare say; she’s the kind of woman who would write a 
long letter—a letter that will urge me on, drive me forward, 
wrench me out of myself, I’ve no doubt. But that can’t be 
ng here goes!” 

e tore open the envelope with a sigh of resignation. It con- 
tained nothing but George’s two letters, and a few words written 
on the flap :—‘‘I send the letters; please preserve and return 
them.—C. T.” 

_ The letter, written from Liverpool, told nothing of the writer’s 
life, except his sudden determination of starting for a new world, 
to redeem the fortunes that had been ruined in the old. The 
letter, written almost immediately after George’s marriage, con- 
tained a full description of his wife—such a description as à man 
could only write within three weeks of a love-match—a descrip- 
tion in which every feature was minutely catalogued, every grace 
of form or beauty of expression fondly dwelt upon, every charm 
of manner lovingly depicted. 

à Robert Audley read the letter three times before he laid it 

own. 

“Tf George could have known for what purpose this descrip» 
tion would serve when he wrote it,” thought the young barrister, 
“surely his hand would have fallen paralyzed by his side 
powerless to shape one syllable of these tender words.” 
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CHAPTER XXVI. 
RETROGRADE INVESTIGATION, 


Tue dreary London January dragged its dull length slowly 
out. The last slender records of Christmas time were swept 
away, and Robert Audley still lingered in town—still spent his 
lonely evenings in his quiet sitting-room in Fig-tree Court— 
still wandered listlessly in the Temple Gardens on sunny 
mornings, absently listening to the children’s babble, idly 
watching their play. He had many friends among the inhabit- 
ants of the quaint old buildings round him; he had other 
friends far away in pleasant country places, whose spare bed- 
rooms were always at Bob’s service, whose cheerful firesides 
had snugly luxurious chairs specially allotted to him. But he 
seemed to have lost all taste for companionship, all sympathy 
with the pleasures and occupations of his class, since the disap- 
pearance of George Talboys. Jovial young barristers indulged 
in facetious observations upon Mr. Audley’s pale face and 
moody manner. They suggested the probability of some 
anhappy attachment, some feminine ill-usage, as the secret 
cause of the change. They told him to be of good cheer, and 
invited him to supper-parties, at which “lovely woman with 
all her faults, God bless her!” was drunk by gentlemen who 
shed tears as they proposed the toast, and were maudlin and 
unhappy in their cups towards the close of the entertainment. 
Robert had no inclination for the wine-bibbing and the punch- 
Making. The one idea of his life had become his master. He 
was the bonden slave of one gloomy thought—one horrible 
5 nt A dark cloud was brooding over his uncle’a 
1ouse; and it was his hand which was to give the signal for the 
falling of the thunderbolt that was to ruin that noble life. 

“Tf she would only take warning and run away,” he said to 
himself sometimes. “Heaven knows I have given her a fair 
chance. Why doesn’t she take it, and run away P ” 

He heard sometimes from Sir Michael, sometimes from 
Alicia. The young lady’s letter rarely contained more than 
a few curt lines, informing him that her papa was well, and 
that Lady Audley was in very hiyh spirits, amusing herself 
in her usual frivolous manner, and with her usual disregard 
for other people. 

A letter from Mr. Marchmont, the Southampton school. 
master, informed Robert that little Georgey was going on 
very weil, but that he was behindhand in his education, and 
hod not yet passed the intellectual Rubicon of words of twe 
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syllables. Captain Maldon had called to see his grandson, 
but that privilege had been withheld from him, in accordance 
with Mr. Audley’s instructions. The old man had further- 
more sent a parcel of pastry and sweetmeats to the little ra 
which had also been rejected on the ground of indigestib 
and bilious tendencies in the edibles. 

Towards the close of February, Robert received a letter 
from his cousin Alicia; which hurried him one step farther 
forward towards his destiny, by causing him to return to the 
house from which he had been in a manner exiled at the insti 
gation of his uncle’s wife. 

“ Papa is very ill,” Alicia wrote; “not dangerously ill, thank 
God! but confined to his room by an attack of low fever which 
has succeeded a violent cold. Come and see him, Robert, if 
you have any regard for your nearest relations. He has spoken 
about you several times; and I know he will be glad to have 

ou with him. Come at once, but say nothing about this 
etter. “From your affectionate cousin, 
“ ALICIA.” 


A sick and deadly terror chilled Robert Audley’s heart aa 
he read this letter—a vague yet hideous fear, which he dared 
not shape into any definite form. 

“ Have I done right?” he thought, in the first agony of this 
sew horror—“ have I done right to tamper with justice; and 
to keep the secret of my doubts, in the hope that L was shield- 
ing those I love from sorrow and disgrace? What shall I do 

find him ill; very ill; dying perhaps; dying upon her 
breast? What shall I do?” 

One course was clear before him; and the first step of 
that course was a rapid journey to Audley Court. He packed 

8 portmanteau; jumped into a cab; and reached the pt À 
Station within an hour of his receipt of Alicia’s letter, whic 

ad come by the afternoon post. ; 

The dim village lights flickered faintly through the growing 
dusk when Robert reached Audley. He left his portmanteau 
with the station-master, and walked at a leisurely pace through 
the quiet lanes that Jed away to the still loneliness of the Court. 

he over-arching trees stretched their leafless branches above 
his head, bare and weird in the dusky light. A low moanin 
wind swept across the flat meadow land, and tossed those rugge 
branches to and fro against the dark grey sky. They looked 
like the ghostly arms of shrunken and withered giants’ beckoning 
Robert to his uncle’s house. They looked like threatening 
Dm in the chill winter flight, gesticulating to him to 

asten upon his journey. The long avenue, so bright and plea 
sant when the perfumed limee scattered their ight bloom upor 
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the pathway, and the dog-rose leaves floated on the summer air, 
was terribly bleak and desolate in the cheerless interregnum that 
divides the homely joys of Christmas from the pale blush of 
coming spring—a dead pause in the year, in which Nature 
seems to lie in a tranced sleep, awaiting the mystic signal for 
the budding of the tree and the bursting of the flower. 

A mournful presentiment crept into Robert Audley’s heart ag 
he drew nearer to his uncle’s house. Every changing outline in 
the landscape was familiar to him; every bend of the trees; 
every caprice of the untrammelled branches; every undulation 
in the bare hawthorn hedge, broken by dwarf horse-chestnuts, 
stunted willows, blackberry and hazel bushes. 

Sir Michael had been a second father to the young man, a 
generous and noble friend, a grave and earnest adviser; and 
perhaps the strongest sentiment of Roberts heart was his love 
for the grey-bearded baronet. But the grateful affection was so 
much a part of himself, that it seldom found an outlet in words ; 
and a stranger would never have fathomed the strength of feeling 


_ which lay, a deep and powerful current, beneath the stagnant 


surface of the barrister’s character. 

“ What would become of this place if my uncle were to die? ” 
he thought, as he drew nearer to the ivied archway, and the still 
waterpools, coldly grey in the twilight. “ Would other people 
live in the old house, and sit under the low oak ceilings in the 
homely familiar rooms P” 

That wonderful faculty of association, so interwoven with the 
inmost fibres of even the hardest nature, filled the young man’s 
breast with a prophetic pain as he remembered chat, however 
long or late, the day must come on which the oaken shuttera 
would be closed for awhile, and the sunshine shut out of the house 
he loved. It was painful to him even to remember this; as it 
must always be painful to think of the narrow lease which the 
greatest upon this earth can ever hold of its grandeurs. Is it 
so wonderful that som+ w»yfarers drop asleep under the hedges; 
xarcely caring to toil onward on a journey that leads to no 
abiding habitationP Is it wonderful that there have been 
quietists in the world ever since Christ’s religion was first 


preached upon earth? Is it strange that there is patient 


endurance and tranquil resignation, calm expectation of that 
which is to come on the farther shore of the dark-flowing river ? 
Is it not rather to be wondered that anybody should ever care 
to be great for greatness’ sake; for any other reason than pure 
conscientiousness, the simple fidelity of the servant who fears 
to lay his talent by in a napkin, knowing that indifference is 
near akin to dishonesty ? If Robert Audley had lived in the time 
of Thomas à Kempis, he would very likely have built himself a 
narrow hermitage amid some forest loneliness, and spent his lire 
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in tranquil imitation of the reputed author of The Imitation. 
As it was, Fig-tree Court was a pleasant hermitage in its way, 
and for breviaries arid Books of Hours, it is sad to say the young 
barrister substituted Paul de Kock and Dumas fils. But his 
sins were of so simply negative an order, that it would have been 
very easy for him to have abandoned them for negative virtues. 

Only one solitary light was visible in the long irregular range 
of windows facing the archway, as Robert passed under the 
gloomy shade of the rustling ivy, restless in the chill moaning 
of the wind. He recognized that lighted window as the large 
oriel in his uncle’s room. When last he had looked at the old 
house it had been gay with visitors, every window glittering like 
a low star in the dusk ; now, dark and silent, it faced the winter’s 
night like some dismal baronial habitation, deep in a woodland 
solitude. 

The man who opened the door for the unexpected visitor 
brightened as he recognized his master’s nephew. 

“Sir Michael will be cheered up a bit, sir, by the sight of 
ee he said, as he ushered Robert Audley into the fire-lit 

ibrary, which seemed desolate by reason of the baronet’s easy- 
chair standing empty on the broad hearthrug. “Shall I bring you 
some dinner here, sir, before you go up-stairs?” the servant 
asked. “My lady and Miss Audley have dined early during my 
master’s illness, but I can bring you anything you would please 
to take, sir.” 

“T’ll take nothing until I have seen my uncle,” Robert 
answered, hurriedly; “that is to say, if I can see him at once, 
He is not too ill to receive me, I suppose P” he added, anxiously. 

“Oh, no, sir—not too ill; only a little low, sir. This way, if 
you please.” 

He conducted Robert up the short flight of shallow oaken 
stairs to the octagon haie in which George Talboys had sat 
five months before, staring absently at my lady’s portrait. "The 
picture was finished now, and hung in the post of honour oppo- 
site the window, amidst Claudes, Poussins, and Wouvermans, 


whose less brilliant hues were killed by the vivid colouring of the 


modern artist. The bright face looked out of that tangled 
glitter of golden hair, in which the pre-Raphaelites delight, with 
a mocking smile. Robert paused for a moment to glance at the 
well-remembered picture. Two or three moments afterwards he 
iad passed through my lady’s boudoir and dressing-room, and 
was standing upon the threshold of Sir Michael’s room. by 
baronet lay in a quiet sleep, his arm lying outside the bed, and 
his strong hand clasped in his young wife’s delicate fingers. 
Alicia sat in a low chair beside the broad open hearth, on w ich 
huge logs burned fiercely in the frosty atmosphere. The interior 
of this luxurious bed-chamber might have made a striking 
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gicture for an artist’s pencil. The massive furniture, dark and 

sombre, yet broken up and relieved here and there by masses of 

glowing colour; the elegance of every detail, in which wealth 

was subservient to purity of taste; and last, but greatest in im- 

pee the pen figures of the two women and the noble 

orm of the old man, would have formed a worthy study for any 
painter. 

pale haze of yellow 

the flowing lines of herwhite cash. 

g in straight folds to her feet, and clasped 

agate and gold, might have served ag 


“ Mr. Audley!” 
“Hush!” whis 


will wake papa. 
iff the same 


y at the face of Lady 
its natz -al hues. 
eP” Rebert asked, in the 
Alicia had spoken. 

My lady answered the question, 

“Oh, no, not dangerously ill” she said, without taking her 
eyes from her husband’s face; “but still we have been anxious, 
very: very anxious.” 

obert never relaxed his scrutiny of that pale face. 

“ She shall look at me,” he thought; “I will make her meet 
my eyes, and I will read her as I have read her before. She 
shall know how useless her artifices are with me.” ‘ 

He paused for a few minutes before he spoke again. The re- 
gular breathing of the sleeper, the ticking of a gold huntin, 
watch suspended at the head of the bed, and the crackling of 
the burning logs, were the only sounds that broke the stillness 

“I have no doubt you have been anxious, Judy Audley,” 
Robert said, after a pause, fixing my ladv'e ey ns they wandered 
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furtively to his face. “There is no one to whom my uncle’s life 
can be of more value than to you. Your happiness, your pros 
perity, your safety, depend alike upon his existence.” 

The whisper in which he uttered these words was too low te 
reach the other side of the room where Alicia sat. 

Lucy Audley’s eyes met those of the speaker with some gleag 
of triumph in their light. 

“T know that,” she said. “'Those who strike me must strike 
through him.” 

She pointed to the sleeper as she spoke, still looking at Robert 
Audley. She defied him with her blue eyes, their brightness in- 
tensified by the triumph in their glance. She defied him with 
her quiet smile—a smile of fatal beauty, full of lurking pe 
ficance and mysterious meaning—the smile which the artist had 
exaggerated in his portrait of Sir Michael’s wife. 

Robert turned away from the lovely face, and shaded his eyes 
with his hand; putting a barrier between my lady and himself; 
a screen which baffled her penetration and provoked her curiosity. 
Was he still watching her, or was he thinking? and of what was 
he thinking P 

Robert Audley had been seated at the bedside for upwards of 
an hour before his uncle woke. ‘The baronet was pleased to see 
his nephew. 

“Tt was very good of you to come to me, Bob,” he said. 
“T have been thinking of you a good deal since I’ve been ill. 
Yeu and Lucy must be good friends, you know, Bob; and you 
must learn to think of her as your aunt, sir; though she is 
young and beautiful ; te a EE understand, eh P” 

Robert grasped his uncle’s hand, but he looked down gravely 
as he answered,— 

“T do understand you, sir,” he said, quietly ; “and I give you 
my word of honour that I am steeled against my lady’s fascina- 
tions. She knows that as well as I do.” 

Lucy Audley made a little grimace with her pretty lips. 

“ Bah, you silly Robert!” she exclaimed ; “ you take everything 
au sérieux. If I thought you were rather too young for a 
nephew, it was only in my fear of other people’s foolish gossip 5 
not from any——” 

She hesitated for a moment, and was spared the task of con: 
cluding her sentence by the timely intervention of Mr. Dawson, 
her late employer, who entered the room upon his evening visit 
while she was speaking. 

He felt the patient’s pulse; asked two or three questions ; 
ronounced the baronet to be steadily improving; exchanged a 
ew commonplace remarks with Alicia and Lady Audley ; and 

ppt to Pr the room. Robert rose and accompanied hig 
6 door. 
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in her behalf. 
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“TI will light you to the staircase,” he said, taking a sandle 
from one of the tables, and lighting it at the lamp. 

“No, no, Mr. Audley, pray do not trouble yourself,” expos- 
tulated the surgeon; “I know my way very well indeed.” 

Robert insisted; and the two men left the room together. Aa 
they entered the octagon ante-chamber, the barrister paused and 
shut the door behind him. 

“Will you see that the other door is closed, Mr. Dawson P ” 
he said, pointing to that which opened upon the staircase. “TI 
wish to have a few moments’ private conversation with you.” 

“With much pleasure,” replied the surgeon, complying with 
Robert’s request; “but if you are at all alarmed about your 
uncle, Mr. Audley, I can set your mind at rest. There is no 
occasion for the least uneasiness. Had his illness been at all 
serious, L should have telegraphed immediately for the family 
physician.” 

“T am sure that you would have done your duty, sir,” an- 
swered Robert, gravely. “But I am not going to speak of my 
uncle. I wish to ask you two or three questions about another 
person.” 

“Indeed 1” 

“The person who once lived in your family as Miss Lucy 
Graham ; the person who is now Lady Audley.” 

Mr. Dawson looked up with an expression of surprise upon 
his quict face. 

“Pardon me, Mr. Audley,” he answered; “you can scarcely 
expect me to answer any questions about your uncle’s wife, 
without Sir Michael’s express permission. I can understand 
no motive which can prompt you to ask such questions—no 
worthy motive, at least.” He looked severely at the young 
man, as much as to say, “ You have been falling in love with 
your uncle’s pretty wife, sir, and you want to make me a 
go-between in some treacherous flirtation; but it won’t do, sir; 
it won't do.” 

“T always respected the lady as Miss Graham, sir,” he said, 
“and I esteem her doubly as Lady Audley—not on account of 
her altered position, but because she is the wife of one of tho 
noblest men in Christendom.” 

“You cannot respect my uncle or my uncle’s honour mor 
sincerely than I do,” answered Robert, “I have ao unworthy 
motive for the questions I am about to ask; and you must 
answer them.” 

“ Must!” echoed Mr. Dawson, indignantly. 

“Yes; you are my uncle’s friend. It was at your house he 
met the woman who is now his wife. She called herself an 
orphan, I believe, and enlisted his pity as well as his 2dmiration 
She told him that she stood alone in the world, 
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Md she not P—without friends or relatives. That was all I could 
ever learn of her antecedents.” 

“What reason have you to wish to know more?” asked the 
surgeon. ; 

“ À very terrible reason,” answered Robert Audley. “ For 
some months past I have struggled with doubts and suspicions 
which have embittered my life. They have grown stronger 
every day; and they will not be set at rest by the commou- 
place sophistries and the shallow arguments with which men 
try to deceive themselves, rather than believe that which of all 
things upon earth they most fear to believe. I do not think 
that the woman who bears my uncle’s name is worthy to be his 
wife. I may wrong her. Heaven grant that itis so! Butif I 
do, the fatal chain of circumstantial evidence never yet linked 
itself so closely about an innocent person. I wish to set my 
doubts at rest, or—or to confirm my fears. There is but one 
manner in which I can do this. I must trace the life of my 
uncle’s wife backwards, minutely and carefully, from this night 
to a period of six years ago. This is the twenty-fourth of 
February, fifty-nine. I want to know every record of her life 
between to-night and the February of the year fifty-three.” 

“ And your motive is a worthy oneP” 

“Yes, ï wish to clear her from a very dreadful suspicion.” 

« Which exists only in your mind?” 

“ And in the mind of one other person.” 

“May I ask who that person is pr 

“No, Mr. Dawson,” answered Robert, decisively; “I cannot 
reveal anything more than what I have already told you. I am 
a very irresolute, vacillating man in most things. In this 
matter I am compelled to be decided. I repeat once more that 
I must know the history of Lucy Graham’s life. If you refuse 
to help me to the small extent in your power, I will find others 
who will help me. Painful as it would be to me, I will ask my 
uncle for the information which you would withhold, rather than 
be baffled in the first step of my investigation.” 

Mr. Dawson was silent for some minutes. 

“T cannot express how much you have astonished and alarmed 
me, Mr. Audley,” he said. “I can tell you so little about Lady 
Audley’s antecedents, that it would be mere obstinacy to with- 
hold te small amount of information I possess. I have always 


considered your uncle’s wife one of the most amiable of women. 
I cannot bring myself to think her otherwise. It would be an 
uprooting of one of the strongest convictions of my life, were 1 
compelled to think ill of her. You wish to follow her life back: 
ag FE a the present hour to the year fifty-three ? ? 

C1 (a) ” 

“She was married to your uncle last June twelvemonths, in 
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the midsummer of fifty-seven. She had lived in my honge 
a little more than thirteen months. She becaine a member 
of my household upon the fourteenth of May, in the year fifty. 


“ And she came to you——P ” 

“From a school at Brompton; a school kept by a lady of tha 
name of Vincent. It was Mrs. Vincent's strong recommenda- 
tion that induced me to receive Miss Graham into my family 
without any more especial knowledge of her antecedents.” 

“Did you see this Mrs. Vincent? ” 

“JT did not. I advertised for a governess, and Miss Graham 
answered my advertisement. In her letter she referred me to 
Mrs. Vincent, the proprietress of a school in which she was then 
residing as junior teacher. My time is always so fully occupied 
that I was glad to escape the necessity of a day’s loss of time 
in going from Audley to London to inquire about the young 
lady’s qualifications. I looked for Mrs. Vincent’s name in the 
Directory, found it, concluded that she was a responsible person, 
and wrote to her. Her reply was perfectly satisfactory :—Miss 
Lucy Graham was assiduous and conscientious ; as well as fully 
qualified for the situation I offered. I accepted this reference, 
and I had no cause to regret what may have been an indiscre- 
tion. And now, Mr. Audley, I hava told you all that I have 
the power to tell.” 

“ Will you be so kind as to give me the address of this Mrs. 
Vincent?” asked Robert, taking out his pocket-vook. 

“Certainly. She was then living at Wo. 9, Crescent Villas, 
Brompton.” 

À ! to be sure,” muttered Mr. Audley, a resollection of last 
September flashing suddenly back upon him as the surgeon 
spoke. “Crescent Villas—yes, I have heard the address before, 
from Lady Audley herself. This Mrs. Vincent telegraphed to 
my uncle’s wife early in last September. She was ill—dying, I 
believe—and sent for my lady; but had removed from her old 
house and was not to be found.” 

“Indeed! I never heard Lady Audley mention the cireum- 
stance.” 

“Perhaps not. It occurred while I was down here, Thank 
you, Mr. Dawson, for the information which you have so kindly 
and honestly given me. It takes me back two and a half years 
in the history of my lady’s life; but I have still a blank of three 
years to fill up before I can exonerate her from my terribla 
suspicion. Good evening !” à 

Robert shook hands with the surgeon and returned to his 
uncle’s room. He had been away about a quarter of an hour. 
Sir Michael had fallen asleep once more, and my lady’s loving 
hands had lowered the heavy curtains and shaded the lamp by 
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the bedside. Alicia and her father’s wife were taking tea in 4 
Lady Audley’s boudoir, the room next to the ante-chamber in | 
which Robert and Mr Dawson had been seated. : 
Lucy Audley looked up from her occupation amongst the 
fragile china cups, and watched Robert rather anxiously, as he | 
walked softly to his uncle’s room, and back again to the 
boudoir. She looked very pretty and innocent, seated behind oe 
the graceful group of delicate opal china and glittering silver. 
Surely a pretty woman never looks prettier than when making | 
tea. The most feminine and most domestic of all occupations 
imparts a magic harmony to her every movement, a witchery to 
her every glance. The floating mists from the boiling liquid 
in which she infuses the soothing herbs, whose secrets ars 
known to her alone, envelope her in a cloud of scented vapour, | 
through which she seems a social fairy, weaving potent spella | 
with Gunpowder and Bohea. At the tea-table she reigns 
omnipotent, unapproachable. What do men know of the | 
mysterious beverage? Read how poor Hazlitt made his tea, | 
| and shudder at the dreadful barbarism. How clumsily the | 
wretched creatures attempt to assist the witch president of the 
tea-tray ; how hopelessly they hold the kettle, tow continually | 
they imperil the frail cups and saucers, or. the taper hands of 
the priestess. To do away with the tea-table is to rob woman | 
of her legitimate empire. To send a couple of hulking men ii 
about amongst your visitors, distributing a mixture made in 
the housekeeper’s room, is to reduce the most social and | 
friendly of ceremonies to a formal giving out of rations. Better 
the pretty influence of the teacups and saucers gracefully 
wielded in a woman’s hand, than all the inappropriate power 
snatched at the point of the pen from the unwilling sterner 
sex. Imagine all the women of England elevated to the high 
/ lovel of masculine intellectuality ; superior to crinoline ; supers < 
to pearl powder and Mrs. Rachael Levison ; above taking the 
pains to be pretty ; above making themselves agreeable ; above 
tea-tables, and that cruelly scandalous and rather satirical 
| gossip which even strong men delight in ; and what a dreary, 
| utilitarian, ugly life the sterner sex must lead. 
| My lady was by no means strong-minded. The starry 
diamond upon her busy white fingers flashed hither and thither 
amongst the tea-things ; and ske bent her pretty head over the 
marvellous Indian tea-caddy of sandal-wood and silver with as 
much earnestness as if life held no higher purpose than the in- 
fusion of Bohea. 
“You'll take a cup of tea with us, Mr. Audley ?” she asked, 
pausing with the teapot in her hand to look up at Robert, who 
was standing near the door. 
“ L£ you please.” 3 











morning. 





174 Lady Audley's Secret. 


“But you have not dined, perhaps? Shall I ring and tel) 
them to bring you something a little more substantial than 
biscuits and transparent bread-and-butter?” =~ 

“No, thank you, Lady Audley. I took some luncheon before 
I left town.  T’Il trouble you for nothing but a cup of tea.” 

He seated himself at the little table and looked across it a 
his cousin Alicia, who sat with a book in her lap, and had th 
air of being very much absorbed in its pages, The bright 
brunette complexion had lost its glowing crimson, and the 
animation of the young lady’s manner was suppressed—on 
account of her father’s illness, no doubt, Robert thought. 

“Alicia, my dear,” the barrister said, after a very leisurely 
contemplation of his cousin, “ you’re not looking well.” 

Miss Audley shrugged her shoulders, but did not condescend 
to lift her eyes from her book. 

“Perhaps not,” she answered, contemptuously. “ What 
does it matter? Iam trying to become a philosopher of your 
school, Robert Audley. What does it matter? Who cares 
whether I am well or ill?” 

“What a spitfire she is,” thought the barrister. He always 
knew his cousin was angry with him when she addressed him ag 
“ Robert Audley.” 

“ You needn’t pitch into a fellow because he asks you a civil 
question, Alicia,” he said, reproachfully. “ As to nobody caring 
about your health, that’s nonsense. J care.” Miss Audley 
looked up with a bright smile. “Sir Harry Towers cares,” 
Miss Aude returned to her book with a frown. 

“What are you reading there, Alicia? ” Robert asked, after 
a pause, during which he had sat thoughtfully stirring his tea. 

“ Changes and Chances.” 

“A novel P” 

Yes.” 

“Who is it by P ” 

“The author of Follies and Faults,” answered Alicia, still 
pursuing her study of the romance upon her lap. 

“Ts it interesting P ” 

Miss Audley pursed up her lips, and shrugged her 


shoulders. 


“ Not particularly,” she said. 

“Then I think you might have better manners than to read 
it while your first cousin is sitting opposite you,” observed 
Mr. Audley, with some gravity, “especially as he has only 
come to pay you a flying visit, and will be off to-morrow 

“To-morrow morning!” exclaimed my lady, looking np 
suddenly. 


Though the look of joy upon Lady Audley’s face was 23 








buet as a flash of lightning in a summer’s sky, it was not 
unperceived by Robert. 

“Yes,” he said, “I shall be obliged to run up to London 
to-morrow on business, but I shall return the next day, if 
you will allow me, Lady Audley, and stay here till my uncle 
recovers.” 

“ But you are not seriously alarmed about him, are youP” 4j 
asked my lady, anxiously. “ You do not think him very ill? ” i . 
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° “No,” answered Robert. “Thank Heaven! I think there ia it 
not the slightest cause for apprehension.” 
Le My lady sat silent far a few moments, looking at the empty 


teacups with a prettily thoughtful face—a face grave with the 
innocent seriousness of a musing child. | 
“But you were closeted such a long time with Mr. Dawson i 
just now,” ‘she said, after this brief pause—“I was quite 
alarmed at the length of your conversation. Were you talking 
of Sir Michael all the time P ” 
“No; not all the time.” | 
My lady looked down at the teacups once more. | 
| “Why, what could you find to say to Mr. Dawson, or he to | | 
say to you?” she asked, after another pause. “ You are Al 
almost strangers to each other.” 
“Suppose Mr. Dawson wished to consult me about some ll 
law business.” HH 
“Was it that?” cried Lady Audley, eagerly. Ill 
“Tt would be rather unprofessional to tell you if it were so, i 
my lady,” answered Robert, gravely. 
My lady bit her lip, and relapsed into silence. Alicia threw | 
down her book, and watched her cousin’s pre-occupied face. | 
He talked to her now and then for a few minutes, but it 
evidently cost him an effort to arouse himself from his reverie. 
“Upon my word, Robert Audley, you are a very agreeable 
companion,” exclaimed Alicia at length, her rather limited Hd 
stock of patience quite exhausted by two or three of these 4 
abortive attempts at conversation. “Perhaps the next time 
you come to the Court, you will be good enough to bring your | 
mind with you. By your. present inanimate appearance, | 
should imagine that you had left your intellect, such as it ig | 
somewhere in the ‘vinple. You were never one of the live AV 
liest of people, but latterly you have really grown almost un« 1 
endurable. I suppose you are in love, Mr. Audley, and ara i 
thinking of the honoured object of your affections.” i 
He was thinking of Clara Talboys’ uplifted face, sublime in 
its unutterable grief; of her impassioned words, still ringing 
| in his ears as clearly as when they were first spoken. Again he 
saw her looking at him with her bright brown eyes. Again he 
heard that solemn question, “Shall you or J find my brothor’s 
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murderer P” And he was in Essex; in the little village from 
which he firmly believed George Talboys had never departea. 
He was on the spot where all record of his friend’s life ended as 
suddenly as a story ends when the reader shuts the book. And 
could he withdraw now from the investigation in which he found 
himself involved? Could he stop now? For any considera. 
tion? No; a thousand times no! Not with the image of that 
grief-stricken face imprinted on his mind. Not with the accents 
of that earnest appeal ringing on his ear, 


CHAPTER XXVIE. 
80 FAR AND NO FARTHER. 


Rogzrr left Audley the next morning by an early train, and 
reached Shoreditch a ättle after nine o’clock. He did not 
return to his chambers, but called a cab and drove straight to 
Crescent Villas, West Brompton. He knew that he should 
fail in finding the lady he went to seek at this address, as his 
uncle had failed a few months before, but he thought it possible 
to obtain some clue to the schoolmistress’s new residence, in 
spite of Sir Michael’s ill success. 

“Mrs. Vincent was in a dying state, according to the tele- 

aphic message,” Robert thought. “If I do find her, I shall at 
east succeed in discovering whether that message was genuine.” 

He found Crescent Villas after some difficulty. The houses 
were large, but they lay half embedded amongst the chaos of 
brick and mortar rising around them. New terraces, new 
streets, new squares led away into hopeless masses of stone and 
plaster on every side. The roads were sticky with damp clay, 
which clogged the wheels of the cab and buried the fetlocks of 
the horse. The desolation of desolotion—that awful aspect 
of incompleteness and discomfort which pervades a new and 
unfinished neighbourhood—had set its dismal seal upon the 
surrounding streets which had arisen about and entrenched 
Crescent Villas; and Robert wasted forty minutes by his own 
watch, and an hour and a quarter according to the cabman’s 
reckoning, in driving up and down vr'~ha\jied streets and 
terraces, trying to find the Villa, wuose chimney-pots were 
frowning down upon him all the while, black and venerable, 
amid groves of virgin plaster, undimmed by time or smoke. 

Having at last succeeded in reaching his destination, Mr. 
Audley alighted from the cab, directed the driver to wait for 
him at a certain corner, and set cut upon his voyage of dia- 
covery. 

“If I were a distinguished Q.O., I could not do this sort 
wf thing,” he thought; “my time would be worth & guises 
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ii 
i 
or so a minute, and I should be retained in the great case | 
of Hoggs v. Boges, going forward this very day before a special i | 
jury in Westminster Hall. As it is, I can afford to be patient ” if 

He inquired for Mrs. Vincent at the number which M: in 
Dawson had given him. The maid who opened the door had | 
never heard that lady’s name: but after going to inquire of her 
mistréss, she returned to tell Robert that Mrs. Vincent had 
lived there, but that she had left two months before the present 
occupants had entered the house, “and missus has been here 
fifteen months,” the girl adled explanatorily. 

“ But you cannot tell me where Mrs. Vincent went on leaving 
here ?” Robert asked, despondingly. 

“No, sir; missus says she believes the lady failed, and that ii 
she left sudden like, and didn’t want her address to be known in | 
the neighbourhood.” 

Mr. Audley felt himself at a standstill once more. If Mrs. | 
Vincent had left the place in debt, she had no doubt scrupu- | 
lously concealed her whereabouts. There was little hope, then, | 
of learning her address from any of the tradespeople; and yet, 
on the other hand, it was just possible that some of her sharpest 
creditors might have made it their business to discover the 
defaulter’s retreat. | 

He looked about him for the nearest shops, and found a | 
baker’s, a stationer’s, and’ a fruiterer’s, a few paces from the 1) 
crescent: three empty-looking, pretentious shops, with plate- 
glass windows, and a hopeless air of gentility. | 

He stopped at the emporium baker, who called himself a 
pastrycook and confectioner, and exhibited some specimens of | 
d' petrified sponge-cake in glass bottles, and some highly-glazed 1} 
tarts, covered with green gauze. i 

“She must have bought bread,” Robert thought, as he de- i 
liberated before the baker’s shop; “and she is likely to have 
5 bought it at the handiest place. I'll try the baker.” 
| The baker was standing behind his counter, disputing the 
items of a bill with a shabby-genteel young woman. He did 
not tronble himself to attend to Robert Andley till he had 

“‘tlel the dispute, but he looked up as he was receinting the 
bill, and asked the barrister what he pleased to want. 4 

Can you tell me the address of a Mrs. Vincent, who lived 
at No. 9, Crescent Villas, a year and a half ago?” Mr. Audley 

uyuired, mildly. J 1 

“No, I can’t,” answered the baker, owing very red in the 

face, and speaking in an unnecessarily loud voice; “and what’a 
more, I wish I could. That lady owes me upwards of eleven 

»ound for bread, and it’s rather more than I can afford to lose. 

Ve anybody can tell me where she lives, I shall be much obliged 
“to ea for so doing.” 
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Robert Audley shrugged his shoulders, and wished the man 
good morning, He felt that his discovery of the lady’s where: 
abouts would involve more trouble than he had expected. He 
might have looked for Mrs. Vincent’s name in the Post Office 
Directory, but he thought it scarcely likely that a lady who was 
on such uncomfortable terms with her creditors would afford 
them so easy a means of ascertaining her residence. 

“Tf the baker can’t find her, how should J find her?” he 
thought, despairingly. “If a resolute, sanguine, active, and 
energetic creature, such as the baker, fail to discover Mrs. 
Vincent, how can a lymphatic wretch like me hope to succeed ?” 

Mr. Audley abandoned himself to these gloomy reflections as 
he walked slowly back towards the corner at which he had leff 
the cab. About half-way between the baker’s shop and thi 
corner, he was arrested by hearing a woman’s step close at hi 
side, and a woman’s voice asking him to stop. He turned ana 
found himself face to face with the shabbily-dressed woman 
whom he had left settling her account with the baker. 

“Bh, what?” he asked, vaguely. “Can I do anything for 
you, ma’amP Does Mrs. Vincent owe you money, too?” 

“Yes, sir,” the woman answered, with a semi-genteel manner 
which corresponded with the shabby gentility of her dress; 
“Mrs. Vincent is in my debt; but it isn’t that, sir. I—I want 
to know, please, what your business may be with her—because 
—because——” 

“You can give me her address if you choose, ma’amP That's 
what you mean to say, isn’t it P” 

The woman hesitated a little, looking rather suspiciously at 
Robert. 

“ You’re not connected with—with the tally business, are you, 
sir P” she asked, after considering Mr. Audley’s personal appear- 
ance for a few moments. 

“The what, ma’am 2” cried the young barrister, staring aghast 
at his questioner. 

“Tm sure I beg your pardon, sir,” exclaimed the little 
woman, seeing that she had made some very awful mistake. 
“T thought you might have been, you know. Some of the 

entlemen whe collect for the tally-shops do dress so very 
die, and I know Mrs. Vincent owes a good deal of 
money.” 

Robert Audley laid his hand upon the speaker’s arm. 

“My dear madam,” he said, “I want to know nothing of 
Mrs. Vincent’s affairs. So far from being concerned in what 
vou call the tally business, I have not the remotest idea of what 
you mean by that expression. You may mean a political con 
spiracy; you may mean some new species of taxes. Mra. 

incent does not owe me any money, however badly she may 
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} 
stand with that awful-locking baker. I never saw her in my i 
ufe; but I wish to see her to-day for the simple purpose of my 
asking her a few very plain questions about a young lady who 
once resided in her house. If you know where Mrs. Vincent 
he and will give me her address, you will be doing me a great 
favour.” | 
He took out his card-case and handed a card to the woman, 
who examined the slip of pasteboard anxiously before she spoke 
again. 
“I'm sure you look and speak like a gentleman, sir,” she said, 
after a brief pause, “and I hope you will excuse me if I’ve 
seemed mistrustful like; but poor Mrs. Vincent has had dread- 
ful difficulties, and I’m the only person hereabouts that she has 
trusted with her address. I’m a dressmaker, sir, and I’ve 
worked for her for upwards of six years, and though she doesn’t 
pay me regular, you know, sir, she gives me a little money on 
account now and then, and I get on as well as I can. I may 
tell you where she lives, then, sir? You haven’t deceived me, | 
have you?” 
“On my honour, no.’ \ 
“Well, then, sir,” said the dressmaker, dropping her voice as 
if she thought the pavement beneath her feet, or the iron railings | 
before the houses by her side, might have ears to hear her, “it’s 1 
Acacia Cottage, Peckham Grove. I took a dress there yester- {ll 
day for Mrs. Vincent.” | | 
“Thank you,” said Robert, writing the address in his pocket- | 
book. “I am very much obliged to you, and you may rely ie 
upon it, Mrs. Vincent shall not suffer any inconvenience i 
3 through me.” Ih 
He lifted his hat, bowed to the little dressmaker, and went À 
back to the cab. y 
| “T have beaten the baker, at any rate,” he thought. “ Now i 
| for the second stage, travelling backwards, in my lady’s life.” a 
The drive from Brompton to the Peckham-road was à very ii 
long one, and between Crescent Villas and Acacia Cottage, 
Robert Audley had ample leisure for reflection. He thought | 
of his uncle, lying weak and ill in the oak-room at Audley Al 
Court. He thought of the beautiful blue eyes watching Sir 
Michael’s slumbers; the soft white hands tending on hia 
waking wants; the low, musical voice soothing his loneliness; 
cheering and consoling his declining years. What a pleasant 
picture it might have Déc had he been able to look unon it 
ignorantly, seeing no more than others saw, looking no father 
than a stranger could look. But with the black cloud which. 
he saw, or fancied he saw, brooding over it, what an arch 
mockery, what a diabolical delusion it seemed. | 
Peckham Grove—pleasant enough in the summer-time—has q 
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rather a dismal aspect upon a dull February day, when the 
trees. are bare and leafless, and the little gardens desolate. 
Acacia Cottage bore small token of the fitness of its nomencla- 
ture, and faced the road with its stuccoed wall, sheltered only 
by a couple of tall attenuated poplars. But it announced that 
it was Acacia Cottage by means of a small brassplate upon one 
of the gate-posts, which was sufficient indication for the sharp- 
sighted cabman, who dropped Mr. Audley upon the pavement 
before the little gate. 

Acacia Cottage was much lower in the social scale thar 
Crescent Villas, and the small maid-servant who came to the 
low wooden gate and parleyed with Mr. Audley, was evidently 
well used to the encounter of relentless creditors across the 
same feeble barricade. 

She murmured the familiar domestic fiction of uncertaint 
regarding her mistress’s whereabouts; and told Robert that if 
he would please to state his name and business, she would go 
and see if Mrs. Vincent was at home. 

Mr. Audley produced a card, and wrote in pencil under his 
own name—* A connection of the late Miss Graham.” 

He directed the small servant to carry this card to her mis- 
tress, and quietly awaited the result. 

The servant returned in about five minutes with the key of 
the gate. Her mistress was at home, she told Robert as she 
admitted him, and would be happy to see the gentleman. 

The square parlour into which Robert was ushered bore in 
every scrap of ornament, in every article of furniture, the 
unmistakable stamp of that species of poverty which is mosti 
romfortless, because it is never er ges The mechanic who 
furnishes his tiny sitting-room with half-a-dozen cane chairs, a 
Pembroke table, a Dutch clock, a tiny looking-glass, a crockery 
shepherd and shepnerdess, and a set of gaudily-japanned iron 
tea-trays, makes the mest of his limited possessions, and gene- 
rally contrives to get some degree of cos. rt out of them; but 
the lady who loses the handsome furniture of the aouse she is 
compelled to abandon, and encamps in some smaller habitation 
with the shabby DE me in by some merciful friend 
at the sale of her effects—carries with her an aspect of genteel 
desolation and tawdry misery not easily to be paralleled in 
wretchedness by any other phase which poverty can assume. 

The room which Robert Teale surveyed was furnished with 
the shabbier scraps snatched from the ruin that had overtaken 
the imprudent schoolmistress in Crescent Villas. A cottage 
piano, a chiffonnier, six sizes too large for the room, ané “Ksmal 
gorgeous with tarnished gilt mouldings, and a slim-leggeu ue 
table, placed in the post of honour, formed the principal pieces 
of farniture. A threadbare patch of Brussels carpet covered 
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the centre of the room, and formed an oasis of roses and lilies 
amidst a desert of faded green drugget. Knitted curtains 
shaded the windows, in which hung wire baskets of horrible- 
fooking plants of the cactus species, that grew downwards like 
some demented class of vegetation, whose prickly and spider- 
like members had a fancy for standing on their heads. 

The green-baize covered card-table was adorned with gaudily- 
bound annuals or books of beauty placed at right angles; but 
Robert Audley did not avail himself of these literary distrac- 
tions. He seated himself upon one of the rickety chairs, and 
waited patiently for the advent of the schoolmistress. He 
could hear the hum of half-a-dozen voices in a room near him, 
and the jingling harmonies of a set of variations to Deh Conte, 

erformed upon a piano whose every wire was evidently in the 
ast stage of attenuation. 

He had waited for about a quarter of an hour, when the door 
was opened, and a lady, very much dressed, and with the setting 
sunlight of faded beauty upon her face, entered the room. 

“ Mr. Audley, I presume,” she said, motioning to Robert to 
reseat himself, and placing herself in an easy-chair opposite 
to him. “ You will pardon me, I hope, for detaining you so 
long; my duties fa 

“Yt is I who should apologize for intruding upon you,” 
Robert answered, politely; “but my motive for calling upon 
you is a very serious one, and must plead my excuse. You 
remember the lady whose name I wrote upon my card P ” 

“ Perfectly.” 

“ May I ask how much you know of that lady’s history since 
| her departure from your house ? ” 

“Very little. In point of fact, scarcely anything at all. 
Miss Graham, I believe, obtained a situation in the family of a 
surgeon resident in Hssex. Indeed, it was I who recommended 
ee to that gentleman. I have never heard from her since she 
eft me.” 

“But you have communicated with herP” Robert asked, 
eagerly. 

No, indeed.” 

Mr. Audley was silent for a few moments, the shadow of 
gloomy thoughts gathered darkly on his face. 

“May I ask if you sent a telegraphic despatch to Miss 
| Graham early in last September, stating that you were danger- 
cusly ill, td that you wished to see her P ” 








cs. Vincent smiled at her visitor’s question. 
“ I had no occasion to send such a message,” she said. I 
have never been seriously ill in my life.” 
Robert Audley paused before he asked any further questions 
and scrawled a few pencilled words in his note-book. 
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“Tf { ask you a few straightforward questions about Miss 
Lucy Graham, madam,” he said, “ will you do me the favour to 
answer them without asking my motive for making such 
inquiries P ” 

“ Most certainly,” replied Mrs. Vincent. “I know nothing 
to Miss Graham’s disadvantage, and have no ‘ustificataon for 
making a mystery of the little I do know.” 

“Then will you tell me at what date the young lady first 

ame to you P ” 

Mrs. Vincent smiled and shook her head. She had a 
pretty smile—the frank smile of a woman who has been 
admired, and who has too long felt the certainty of being 
able to please, to be utterly subjugated by any worldly mis- 
fortune. 

“Its not the least use to ask me, Mr. Audley,” she said. 
“T’m the most careless creature in the world; I never did and 
never could remember dates, though I do all in my power to 
impress upon my girls how important it is for their future 
welfare that they should know when William the Conqueror 
began to reign, and all that kind of thing. But I haven’t the 
remotest idea when Miss Graham came to me, although I know 
it was ages ago, for it was the very summer I had my peach- 
coloured silk. But we must consult Tonks—Tonks is sure to 
de right.” 

Robert Audley wondered who or what Tonks could be; a 
anil perhaps, or a memorandum-book—some obscure rival of 

etts. 

Mrs. Vincent rang the bell, which was answered by the maid- 
servant who had admitted Robert. 

“ Ask Miss Tonks to come to me,” she said, “I want to seo 
her particularly.” 

In less than five minutes Miss Tonks made her appearance. 
She was wintry and rather frost-bitten im aspect, and seemed 
to carry cold and nipping airs in the scanty folds of her sombre 
merino dress. She was of no age in particular, and looked as if 
she had never been younger, and would never grow older, but 
would remain for ever working backwards and forwards in her 
narrow groove, like some self-feeding machine for the instruction 
of young ladies. 

“Tonks, my dear,” said Mrs. Vincent, without ceremony, 
“this gentleman is a relative of Miss Graham’s. Do you 
remember how long it is since she came to us at Crescent 
Villas P” 

“She came in August, 1854,” answered Miss Tonks; “I 
think it was the eighteenth of August, but I’m not quite 


* sure that it wasn’t the seventeenth. JI know it was on à 


Tuesday.” 








“Thank you, Tonks; you are à mosb invaluable darling,” 
4 exclaimed Mrs. Vincent, with her sweetest smile. It was, pers 
haps, because of the invaluable nature of Miss Tonks’s serviced 
that she had received no remuneration whatever from her em- 
sloyer for the last three or four years. Mrs. Vincent might 
ee hesitated to pay her from very contempt for the pitiful 
nature of the stipend as compared with the merits of the | 
teacher. 
“ Ts there anything else that Tonks or I can tell you, Mr. 
Audley?” asked the schoolmistress. “ Tonks has a far better 
memory than I have.” 
“ Can you tell me where Miss Graham came from when she 
entered your household?” Robert inquired. 
“Not very precisely,” answered Mrs. Vineent. “I have a 
vague notion that Miss Graham said something about coming | 
from the sea-side, but she didn’t say where, or if she aid I | 
have forgotten it. Tonks, did Miss Graham tell you where she | 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
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| came from P ” 

“Oh, no!” replied Miss Tonks, shaking her grim little head 
significantly. “Miss Graham told me nothing; she was too 
clever for that. She knew how to keep her own secrets, in : 
spite of her innocent ways and her curly hair,” Miss Tonks À 
added, spitefully. 

“You think she had secrets, then?” Robert asked, rather 
eagerly. 

“T know she had,” replied Miss Tonks, with frosty decision ; | 
“all manner of secrets. I wouldn’t have engaged such a per- 
gon as junior teacher in a respectable school, without so 
much as one word of recommendation from any living 
ereature.” | 

“ You had no reference, then, from Miss Graham P” asked 4 
Robert, addressing Mrs. Vincent. | 

“No,” the lady answered, with some little embarrassment; 

“TJ waived that. Miss Graham waived the question of salary, i 
| go I could not do less than waive the question of reference. She i 
| had quarrelled with her papa, she told me, and she wanted tn : 4 
find a home away from all the people she had ever known. 

She wished to kcep herself quite separate from these people. 

She had endured so much, she said, young as she was, and she H 
wanted to escape from her troubles. How could I press ker | 
{or a reference under these circumstances? especially when i 1] 
saw that she was a perfect lady? You know that Lucy À 
Graham was a perfect lady, Tonks, and it 18 very unking | 
of you to say such cruel things about my taking her without a | 
reference.” iW 

“When people make favourites, they are apt to be deceived fl 
by them,” Miss Tonks answered, with icy sententiousne. i 
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and with mo very perceptible relevance to the point in 
discussion. 

“I never made her a favourite, you jealous Tonks,” Mra 
Vincent answered, reproachfully. “I never said she was as 
useful as you, dear. You know I never did.” 

“Oh, no!” replied Miss Tonks, with a chilling accent, “ you 
never said she was useful. She was only ornamental: a person 
to be shown off to visitors, and to play fantasias on the 
drawing-room piano.” 

“Then you can give me no clue to Miss Graham's previous 
history P” Robert asked, looking from the schoolmistress to 
her teacher. He saw very clearly that Miss Tonks bore an 
envious grudge against Lucy Graham—a grudge which even the 
lapse of time had not healed. 

“If this woman knows anything to my lady’s detriment, 
ie tell it,” he thought. “She will tell it only too 

But Miss Tonks appeared to know nothing whatever; except 
that Miss Graham had sometimes declared herself an ill-used 
creature, deceived by the baseness of mankind, and the victim 
of unmerited sufferings in the way of poverty and deprivation. 
Beyond this, Miss Tonks could tell nothing; and although she 
made the most of what she did know, Robert very soon sounded 
the depth of her small stock of information. 

oar tite only one more question to ask,” he said at last. 
“It is this. Did Miss Graham leave any books or knick- 
knacks, or any kind of property whatever behind her, when 
she left your establishment P” 

“ Not to my knowledge,” Mrs. Vincent replied. 

“Yes,” cried Miss Tonks, sharply. “She did leave some- 
thing. She left a box. It’s up-stairs in my room. I’ve got 
an old bonnetin it. Would you like to see the box?” she asked, 
addressing Robert. 

“If you will be so good as to allow me,” he answered, “I 

ould very much like to see it.” 

“ TI fetch it down,” said Miss Tonks. “Its not very big.” 

She ran out of the room before Mr. Audley had time to utter 
any fad remonstrance. 

“How pitiless these women are to each other,” he thought, 

while the teacher was absent. “This one knows intuitively 

that there is some danger to her rival lurking beneath my 
questions. She sniffs the coming trouble to her fellow female 
creature, and rejoices in it, and would take any pains to hely 
me. What a world it is, and how these women take life out 
of our hands. Helen Maldon, Lady Audley, Clara Talboys, 
and now Miss Tonks—all womankind from beginning to end.” 

Miss Tonks re-entered while the young barrister was medi 
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tating cpon the infamy of her sex. She carried a dilapidated 
paper-covered bonnet box, which she submitted to Robert’s 
mspection. 

Mr. Audley knelt down to examine the scraps of railway labels 
and addresses which were pasted here and there upon the 
box. It had been knocked about upon a great many different 
lines of railway, and had evidently travelled considerably. 
Many of the labels had been torn off, but fragments of some of 
them remained, and upon one yellow serap of paper Robert read 
the letters TURI. 

“The box has been to Italy,” he thought. “Those are the 
first four letters of the word Turin, and the label is a foreign one, 

The only direction which had not been either defaced or torn 
away was the last, which bore the name of Miss Graham, pas- 
senger to London. Looking very closely at this label, Mr. 
Audley discovered that it had been pasted over another. 

“Will you be so good as to let me have a little water and a 
iece of sponge?” he said. “I want to get off thw upper label. 
elieve me that I am justified in what I am doing.” 

Miss Tonks ran out of the room, and returned immediately 

with a basin of water and a sponge. 

“ Shall I take off the label P” she asked. 

“No, thank you,” Robert answered, coldly. “I can do it very 
well myself.” 

He damped the upper label several times before he could 
loosen the edges of the paper; but after two or three careful 
attempts, the moistened surface peeled off without injury to the 
underneath address. 

Miss Tonks could not contrive to read this address across 
Robert’s shoulder, though she exhibited considerable dexterity 
in her endeavours to accomplish that object. 

Mr. Audley repeated his operations upon the lower label, 
which he removed from the box, and placed very carefully be- 
tween two blank leaves of his pocket-book. 

“T need intrude upon you no longer, ladies,” he said, when he 
had done this. “Iam extremely obliged to you for havin 
afforded me all the information in your power. I wish you go 
morning.” 

Mrs. Vincent smiled and bowed, murmuring some com- 
placent conventionality about the delight she had felt in Mr. 
Audley’s visit. Miss Tonks, more observant, stared at the 
white change which had come over the young man’s face since 
he had removed the upper label from the box. 

Robert walked slowly away from Acacia Cottage. “If that 
which I have found to-day is no evidence for a jury,” he thought, 
“it is surely enough to convince my uncle that he has married a 
designing and infamous woman.” 
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CHAPTER XXVIIL 
BEGINNING AT THE OTHER END. | 


Rosert Avptry walked slowly through the leafless grove, unda 
the bare and shadowless trees in the grey February atmosphere, 
thinking as he went of the discovery he had just made. 
*T have that in my pocket-book,” he pondered, “which forma 
the connecting link between the woman whose death George 
Talboys read of in the Times newspaper and the woman whe 
| rules in my uncle’s house. The history of Lucy Graham ends 
ai abruptly on the threshold of Mrs. Vincent’s school. She 
| | entered that establishment in August, 1854. The schoolmistress | 
1. | and her assistant can tell me this, but they cannot tell me 1 





whence she came. They cannot give me one clue to the secrets 
of her life from the day of her birth until the day she entered 
that house. I can go no further in this backward investigation 
of my lady’s antecedents. What am I to do, then, if I mean to 
keep my promise to Clara Talboys?P ” 
| He walked on for a few paces revolving this question in his 
i mind, with a darker shadow than the shadows of the gathering 
winter twilight on his face, and a heavy oppression of mingled 
| sorrow and dread weighing down his heart. 
hil “My duty is clear enough,” he thought— not the less clear 
| because it is painful—not the less clear because it leads me ste 
by step, carrying ruin and desolation with me, to the AN 
love. I must begin at the other end—I must begin at the other | 
| end, and discover the history of Helen Talboys from the hour of 
| George’s departure until the day of the funeral in the church- 
yard at Ventnor.” 
| Mr. Audley hailed a passing Hansom, and drove back to hia 
| chambers, fe 
| He reached Fig-tree Court in time to write a few lines to Miss i 
x Talboys, and to post his letter at St. Martin’s-le-Grand before k: 
six o’clock. , 
} “Tt will save me a day,” he thought, as he drove to the 
; General Post Office with this brief epistle. 
He had written to Clara Talboys to inquire the name of the 
4 little seaport town in which George had met Captain Maldon 
i and his daughter; for in spite of the intimacy between the two 








young men, Robert Audley knew very few particulars of his 
friend’s brief married life. 

From the hour in which George Talboys had read the an- 14 
aouncement of his wife’s death in the columns of the Times, ha 
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| 
had avoided all mention of the tender ot which had been sq | 
cruelly broken, the familiar record which had been so darkly il 
blotted out. 
| There was so much that was painful in that brief story 
| There was such bitter self-reproach involved in the recollection f 
| of that desertion, which must have seemed so cruel to her who 14 
waited and watched at home! Robert Audley comprehended 
this, and he did not wonder at his friend’s silence. The BOITOW- | 
ful story had been tacitly avoided by both, and Robert was as | 
ignorant of the unhappy history of this one year in his school- 
fellow’s life, as if Fed had never lived together in friendly 
companionship in those snug Temple chambers. 
The letter, written to Miss Talboys by her brother George 
within a month of his marriage, was dated Harrowgate. It was 
at Harrowgate, therefore, Robert concluded that the young | 
couple must have spent their honeymoon. 1 
| Robert Audley had requested Clara Talboys to telegraph an 
| answer Lo his question, in order to avoid the loss of a day in the 
accomplishment of the investigation he had promised to perform. 
The telegraphic answer reached Fig-tree Court before twelve 
o’clock the next day. 
The name of the seaport town was Wildernsea, Yorkshire. 7 
Within an hour of the receipt of this message Mr. Audley 
arrived at the King’s-cross station, and took his ticket for | 
Wildernsea by an express train that started at a quarter before 
| 


two. 

The shricking engine bore him on the dreary northward 
journey, whirling him over desert wastes of flat meadow-land 
and bare cornfields, faintly tinted with fresh sprouting green. 
This northern road was strange and unfamiliar to the young 
barrister, and the wide expanse of wintry landscape chilled him 
by its bare loneliness. The knowledge of the purpose of his 
journey blighted every object upon which his absent glances 
‘fixed themselves for a moment; only to wander wearily away ; \ 1 
only to turn inwards upon that far darker picture always pre- 
| senting itself to his anxious mind. 

Tt was dark when the train reached the Hull terminus: but 
Mr. Audley’s journey was not ended. Amidst a crowd 0 1 
| porters, and scattered heaps of that incongruous and hetero- 1 
geneous luggage with which travellers encumber themselves, ha | 
was led, bewildered and half asleep, to another train, which was | 
to convey him along the branch line that swept past Wildernsea, | 
and skirted the border of the German Ocean. 

Half an hour after leaving Hull, Robert felt the briny fresh- 
ness of the sea upon the breeze that blew in at the open window Wy 
of the carriage, and an hour afterwards the train stopped at a | 
melancholy station, built amid a sandy desert, and inhabited by | 
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two or three oy officials, one of whom rang a terrific peal 
upon a harshly clanging bell as the train approached. 

Mr. Audley was the only passenger who alighted at the 
dismal station. The train swept on to gayer scenes before the 
barrister had time to collect his scattered senses, or to pick up 
the portmanteau, which had been discovered with some difficulty 
amid a black cavern of luggage, only illuminated by one lantern. 

“J wonder whether settlers in the back-woods of America feel 
as solitary and strange as I feel to-night?” he thought, as he 
stared hopelessly about him in the darkness. 

He called to one of the officials, and pointed to his port- 
manteau. 

“Will you carry that to the nearest hotel for me P ” he asked— 
“that is to say, if I can get a good bed there.” 

The man laughed as he shouldered the portmanteau, 

“You could get thirty beds, I dare say, sir, if you wanted 
’em,” he said. ‘ We ain’t over busy at Wildernsea at this time 
o’ year. This way, sir.” 

The porter opened a wooder door in the station wall, and 
Robert Audley found himself upon a wide expanse of smooth 

ass, which surrounded a huge square building that loomed 

arkly on him through the winter’s night, its black solidity only 
relieved by two lighted windows, far apart from each other, and 
glaring redly on the darkness. 

“This is the Victoria Hotel, sir,” said the porter. “You 
wouldn’t believe the crowds of company we have down here in 
the summer.” 

In the face of the bare grass-plat, the tena «ess wooden 
alcoves, and the dark windows of the hotel, it was indeed rather 
difficult to imagine that the place was ever gay with merry 

eople taking pleasure in the bright summer weather; but 
Haber’ Audley declared himself willing to believe anything the 
D pleased to tell him, and followed his guide meekly to a 
ittle door at the side of the big hotel, which led into a comfort- 
able bar, where che humbler classes of summer visitors were 
accommodated with such refreshments as they pleased to pay 
ter, without running the gauntlet of the prim white waist- 
coated waiters on guard at the principal entrance. . 

There were very few attendants retained at the hotel in this 
pleak February season, and it was the landlord himself whe 
ushered Robert into a dreary wilderness of polished mahogany 
tables and horsehair-cushioned chairs, which he called the 
coffee-room. 

Mr. Audley seated himself close to the wide steel fender, and 
stretched his cramped legs upon the hearthrug, while the land- 
lord drove the poker into the vast pile of coal, and sent a ruddy 
blaze roaring upward through the chimney. 
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“Tf you would prefer a private room, sir——” the man began, 

“No, thank you,” said Robert, indifferently; “this room 
seems quite private enough just now. If you will order me a 
mutton chop and a pint of sherry, I shall be obliged.” 

“ Certainly, sir.” 

And I shall be still more obliged if you will favour me with 
a few minutes’ conversation before you do so.” 

“ With very great pleasure, sir,” the landlord answered, good 
naturedly. ‘We see so very little company at this season of 
the year, that we are only too glad to oblige those gentlemen 
who do visit us. Any information which I can afford you 
respecting the neighbourhood of Wildernsea and its attractions,” 
‘added the landlord, unconsciously quoting a small hand-book 
of the watering-place which he sold in the bar, “I shall be 
most happy to——” 

“But L don’t want to know anything about the neighbour- 
hood of Wildernsea,” interrupted Robert, with a feeble protest 
against the landlord’s volubility. “ I want to ask you a few 
questions about some people who once lived here.” 

The landlord bowed and smiled, with an air which implied 
his readiness to recite the biographies of all past and present 
inhabitants of the little seaport, if required by Mr. Audley 
to do so. 

“How many years have you lived here?” Robert asked, 
taking his memorandum-book from his pocket. ‘ Will it annoy 
you if I make notes of your replies to my questions P” 

“ Not at all, sir,” replied the landlord, with a pompous #7i27- 
ment of the air of solemnity and importance which pervaded 
this business. “Any information which I can afford that is 
likely to be of ultimate value——” 

«Yes, thank you,” Robert murmured, interrupting the flow 
of words. “ You have lived here——” 

“ Six years, sir.” 

« Since the year fifty-three P ” 

& Since November in the year. fifty-two, sir. I was in busi-+ 
ness in Hull prior to that time. This house was only completed 
in the October before I entered it.” 

“Do you remember a lieutenant in the navy, on half-pay I 
believe at that time, called Maldon?” 

“Captain Maldon, sir?” ; 

“Yes, commonly called Captain Maldon. I see you do re 
member him.” 

“ Yes, sir. Captain Maldon was one of our best customers 
He used to spend his evenings in this very room, though the 
walls were damp at that time, and we weren’t able to paper 
the place for nearly a twelvemonth afterwards. His daughter 
married a young officer that came here with his regiment at 
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Christmas time in fifty-two. They were married here, sir, and 
they travelled on the Continent for six months, and came back 
here again. But the gentleman ran away to Australia, and 
left the lady, a week or two after her baby was born. The 
business made quite a sensation in Wildernsea, sir, and Mra 
—Mrs.—I forget the name——” 

“Mrs. Talboys,” suggested Robert. 

“To be sure, sir, Mrs. Talboys. Mrs. Talboys was very 
much pitied by the Wildernsea folks, sir, I was going to say, 
for she was very pretty, and had such nice winning ways, that 
she was a favourite with everybody who knew her.” 

“Can you tell me how long Mr. Maldon and his daughter 
remained at Wildernsea after Mr. Talboys left them P ” Robert 
asked, 

“Well—no, sir,” answered the landlord, after a few moments! 
deliberation. ‘I can’t say exactly how long it was. I know 
Mr. Maldon used to sit here in this very parlour, and tell 

eople how badly his daughter had been treated, and how he’d 
Le deceived by a young man he’d put so much confidence in; 
but I can’t say how long it was before he left Wildernsea. 
But Mrs. Barkamb could tell you, sir,” added the landlord, 
briskly. 

Mrs. Barkamb P ” 

“Yes, Mrs. Barkamb is the person who owns No. 17, North 
Cottages, the house in which Mr. Maldon and his daughter 
lived. She’s a nice, civil-spoken, motherly woman, sir, and I’m 
sure she’ll tell you anything you may want to know.” : 

“Thank you, I will call upon Mrs. Barkamb to-morrow 
Stay—one more question. Should you recognize Mrs. Talboys 
if you were to see her? ” 

“Certainly, sir. As sure as I should recognize one of my 
own daughters.” 

Robert Audley wrote Mrs. Barkamb’s address in his pocket. 
book, ate his solitary dinner, drank a couple of glasses of sherry, 
smoked a cigar, and then retired to the apartment in which a fire 
had been lighted for his comfort. 

He soon fell asleep, worn out with the fatigue of hurrying 
from place to place during the last two days; but his slumber 
was not'a heavy one, and he heard the disconsolate moaning of 
the wind upon the sandy wastes, and the long waves rolling in 
monotonously upon the flat shore. Mingled with these dismal 
aounds, the melancholy thoughts engendered by his joyless 
journey repeated themselves in ever-varying succession ‘in the 
chaos of his slumbering brain, and made themselves into visions 
of things that never fad been and never could be upon this 


earth; but which had some vague relation to real events remem: 
bered by the sleeper. 
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In those troublesome dreams he saw Audley Court, rootet 
BE from amidst the green pastures and the shady hedgerows 
of Essex, standing bare and unprotected upon that desolate 
northern shore, threatened by the rapid rising of a boisterous 
sca, whose waves seemed gathering upward to descend and 
crush the house he loved. As the hurrying waves rolled 
nearer and nearer to the stately mansion, the sleeper beheld a 
pale, starry face looking out of the silvery foam, and knew 
that it was my lady, transformed into a mermaid, beckoning 
his uncle to destruction. Beyond that rising sea great masses 
of cloud, blacker than the blackest ink, more dense than the 
darkest night, lowered upon the dreamer’s eye; but as he 
looked at the dismal horizon the storm-clouds slowly parted, 
and from a narrow rent in the darkness a ray of light streamed 
out upon the hideous waves, which slowly, very slowly, re- 
ceded, leaving the old mansion safe and firmly rooted on the 
shore. 

Robert awoke with the memory of this dream in his mind, 
and a sensation of physical relief, as if some heavy weight, 
which had oppressed him all the night, had been lifted from his 
breast. 

He fell asleep again, and did not wake until the broad winter 
sunlight shone upon the window-blind, and the shrill voice of 
the chamber-maid at his door announced that it was half-past 
eight o’clock. Ata quarter before ten he had left the Victoria 
Hotel, and was making his way along the lonely platform in 
front of a row of shadowless houses that faced the sea. 

This row of hard, uncompromising, square-built habitations 


stretched away to the little harbour, in which two or three mer- 


chant vessels and a couple of colliers were anchored. Beyond 
the harbour there loomed, grey and cold upon the wintry hori- 
zon, a dismal barrack, parted from the Wildernsea houses by a 
narrow creek spanned by an iron drawbridge. The scarlet coat 
of the sentinel who walked backwards and forwards between two 
cannons, placed at remote angles before the barrack wall, was 
the only scrap of colour that relieved the neutral-tinted pictus 
of the grey stone houses and the leaden sea. 

On one side of the harbour a long stone pier stretched out fix 
away into the loneliness of the sea, as if built for the special 
accommodation of some modern Timon, too misanthropical to be 
satisfied even by the solitude of Wildernsea, and anxious to got 
still farther away from his fellow-creatures. 

It was on that pier George Talboys had first met his wife, 
wider the yellow glory of a sunny sky, and to the music of a 
praying band. It was there that the young cornet had first : 


- yielded to that sweet delusion, that fatal infatuation which had 


exercised so dark an influence upon his after-life. 
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Robert looked savagely at the solitary watering-place---the 
shabby seaport. 

“It is such a place as this,” he thought, “that works a strong 
man’s ruin. He comes here, heart-whole and happy, with no 
better experience of woman than is to be learnt at a ower-show 
or in a ball-room; with no more familiar knowledge of the 
creature than he has of the far-away satellites of the remoter 
planets; with a vague notion that she is a whirling teetotum in 
pink or blue gauze, or a graceful automaton for the display of 
milliners’ manufacture. He comes to some place of this kird, 
and the universe is suddenly narrowe’ ‘ato about half a doze» 
acres; the mighty scheme of creation is ._-~-hed into a bandbox 
The far-away creatures whom he had seen uoating about him, 
beautiful and indistinct, are brought under his very nose; auf 
before he has time to recover his bewilderment, hey, presto! the 
witchcraft hay begun: the magic circle is drawn around him, the 
spells are at work, the whole formula of sorcery is in full play, 
and the victim is as powerless to escape as the marble-legged 
prince in the Eastern story.” 

Ruminating in this wise, Robert Audley reached the house to 
which he had been directed as the residence of Mrs. Barkamb, 
He was admitted immediately by a prim, elderly servant, who 
ushered him into a sitting-room as prim and elderly-looking as 
hereelf. Mrs. Barkamb, a comfortable matron of about sixty 

ears of age, was sitting in an arm-chair before a bright fire 
urning in a grate that was resplendent with newly-polished 
black lead. An elderly terrier, whose black-and-tan coat was 
thickly sprinkled with grey, reposed in Mrs. Barkamb’s lap. 
Every object in the quiet sitting-room had an elderly aspect: 
that aspect of simple comfort and precision which is the outward 
evidence of inward repose. 

“I should like to live here,” Robert thought, “ and watch the 
grey sea slowly rolling over the grey sand under the still grey 
sky. I should like to live here, and tell the beads upon my 
rosary, and repent and rest.” 

He seated himself in the arm-chair opposite Mrs. Barkamb, at 
that lady’s invitation, and placed his hat upon the ground. The 
elderly terrier descended from his mistress’s lap to bark at and 
otherwise take objection to this hat. 

“You were wishing, I suppose, sir, to take one—be quiet, 
Dash—one of the cottages,” suggested Mrs. Barkamb, whose 
mind ran in one narrow groove, and whose life during the last 
twenty years had been an unvarying round of house-letting. 

Robert Audley explained the purpose of his visit. 

“I come to ask one simple question,” he said, in conclusion, 
“I wish to discover the exact date of Mrs. Talboys’ departure 

Wildernsea. The vroprietor of the Victoria Hotel in 
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formed me that you were the most likely person to afford me 
that information.” 

Mrs. Barkamb deliberated for some moments. 

FT can give you the date of Captain Maldon’s departure,” 
she said, “ for he left No. 17 considerably in my debt, and I have 
Hé es business in black and white; but with regard to Mrs. 

alboys i 

Mrs. Barkamb paused for a few moments before resuming. 

“You are aware that Mrs. Talboys left rather abruptiy P” 
she asked. . 

“T was not aware of that fact.” 

“Tndeed! Yes, she left abruptly, poor little woman! She 
tried to support herself after her husband’s desertion by givin; 
music lessons; she was a very brilliant pianist, and succeede 
pretty well, I believe. But I suppose her father took her money 
from her, and spent it in public-houses. However that might 
be, they had a very serious misunderstanding one night; and 
the next morning Mrs. Talboys left Wildernsea, leaving her little 
boy, who was out at nurse in the neighbourhood.” 

“ But you cannot tell me the date of her departure P” 

“T’m afraid not,” answered Mrs. Barkamb; “and yet, stay. 
Captain Maldon wrote to me upon the day his daughter left. He 
was in very great distress, poor old gentleman, and he always 
came to me in his troubles. If I could find that letter, it might 
be dated, you know—mightn’t it, now P ” 

Rice Audley said that it was only probable the letter was 
ted. 

Mrs. Barkamb retired to a table in the window on which 
stood an old-fashioned mahogany desk lined with green baize, 
and suffering from a plethora of documents, which oozed out of 
it in every direction. Letters, receipts, bills, inventories, and 
tax-papers, were mingled in hopeless confusion; and amongst 
these Mrs. Barkamb set to work to search for Captain Maldon’s 
letter. 

Mr. Audley waited very patiently, watching the grey clouds 
gailing across the grey sky, the grey vessels gliding past upon 
die grey sea. 

After about ten minutes’ search, and a great deal of rustling, 
crackling, folding and unfolding of the papers, Mrs. Barkam 
uttered an exclamation of triumph. 

“T’ve got the letter,” she said; “and there’s a note inside it 
from Mrs. Talboys.” 

Robert Audley’s pale face flushed as he stretched out hia 
hand to receive the papers. 

“The person who stole Helen Maldon’s love-letters from 
George’s trunk in my chambers might have spared himself the 
troubie,” he thought. 

N 
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The letter from the old lieutenant was not long, but almost 
every other word was underscored. 

“ My generous friend,” the writer began. 

[Mr. Maldon had tried the lady’s generosity pretty severely 
during his residence in her house, rarely paying his rent until 
threatened with the obnoxious presence of the broker’s man. ] 

“Tam in the depths of despair. My daughter has left me! 
You may imagine my feelings! We had a few words last night 
upon the subject of money matters, which subject has always 
been a disagreeable one between us, and on rising this morning 
I found that I was deserted! The enclosed from Helen. was 
waiting for me on the parlour table. 

“Yours in distraction and despair, 


“ Henry Matpon. 
“North Cottages, August 16th, 1854.” 
The note from Mrs. Talboys was still more brief. It began 





* abruptly thus :— 


66 


am weary of my life here, and wish, if I can, to find a 
new one. I go out into the world dissevered from every link 
which binds me to the hateful past, to seek another honie and 
another fortune. Forgive me if I have been fretful, capricious, 
changeable. You should forgive me, for you know why I have 
been so. You know the secret which is the key to my life. 

“ Heen Tatpoys.” 


These lines were written in a hand that Robert Audley knew 
only too well. 

He sat for a long time pondering silently over the letter 
written by Helen Talboys. 

What was the meaning of those two last sentences—“ You 
should forgive me, for you know why I have been so. You 
know the secret which is the key to my life P” 

He wearied his brain in endeavouring to find a clue to the 
signification of those two sentences. He could remember 
nothing, nor could he imagine anything that would throw a 
light upon their meaning. The date of Helen’s departure, 
ee. to Mr. Maldon’s letter, was the 16th of August, 
1854. Miss Tonks had declared that Lucy Graham entered 
the school at Crescent Villas upon the 17th or 18th of August 
in the same year. Between the departure of Helen Talbovs 
from the Yorkshire watering-place, and the arrival of Lucy 
Graham at the Brompton school, not more than ei ht-and-forty 
hours could have elapsed. This made a very small link in the 
chain of circumstantial evidence, perhaps; but it was a link, 
nevertheless, and it fitted neatly into its place. 

“Did Mr. Maldon hear from his daughter after ahe lof} 
Wildernsea ?P ” Robert asked- 
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“Well, 1 believe he did hear from her,’ Mrs. Barkamb 
answered; “but I didn’t see much of the old gentleman ufter 
that August. I was obliged to sell him up in November, poor 
fellow, for he owed me fifteen months’ rent; and it was only by 
selling his poor little bits of furniture that I could get him 
out of my place. We parted very good friends in spite of my 
sending in the brokers; and the old gentleman went to London 
with the child, who was scarcely a twelvemonth old.” 

Mrs. Barkamb had nothing more to tell, and Robert had ne 
further questions to ask. He requested permission to retain 
the two letters written by the lieutenant and his daughter, and 
left the house with them in his pocket-book. 

He walked straight back to the hotel, where he called for a 
time-table. An express for London left Wildernsea at a 
quarter-past one. Robert sent his portmanteau to the station, 
paid his bill, and walked up and down the stone terrace fronting 
the sea, waiting for the starting of the train. 

“T have traced the histories of Lucy Graham and Helen 
Talboys to a vanishing point,” he thought; “my next business 
is to discover the history of the woman who lies buried in 
Ventnor churchyard.” 


es 


| CHAPTER XXIX. 
| HIDDEN IN THE GRAVE. 


| Uron his return from Wildernsea, Robert Audley found a letter 
' from his cousin, Alicia, awaiting him at his chambers. 

“ Papa is much better,” the young lady wrote, “and is very 
anxious to have you at the Court. For some inexplicable 
reason, my step-mother has taken it into her head that your 
passes 18 extremely desirable, and worries me with her 

rivolous questions about your movements. So pray come 
without delay, and set these people at rest. Your affectionate 
cousin, AY AS? 

“So my lady is anxious to know my movements,” though4 
Robert Audley, as he sat brooding and smoking by his lonely 
fireside, “ She is anxious; and she questions her step-daughter 
in that pretty, childlike manner which has such a bewitching 
air of innocent frivolity. Poor little creature; poor unhap Dy 
little golden-haired sinner; the battle between us seems Garrity 
unfair. Why doesn’t she run away while there is still time? 
I have given her fair warning, I have shown her my cards, and 
worked openly enough in this business, Heaven knows. Why 
doesn’t she run away P” 

He repeated this question again and again as he filled and 
emptied his reerschaum, surrounding himself with the blue 
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vapour from his pipe until he looked like some modern magician, 
pondering amidst the fumes of his laboratory. 

“Why doesn’t she run away? I will bring no needless 
shame upon that house, of all other houses upon this wide 
earth. 1 would only do my duty to my missing friend, and 
to that brave and generous man who has pledged his faith to a 
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worthless woman. Heaven knows I have no wish to punish. 
Heaven knows I was never born to be the avenger of guilt 
or the persecutor of the guilty. I only wish to do my duty. 
L will give her one more warning, a full and fair one, and 
then-——” 

His thoughts wandered away to that gloomy prospect in 
which he saw no gleam of brightness to relicve the dull, black 
obscurity that encompassed the future, shutting in his pathway 
on every side, and spreading a dense curtain around and about 
him, which Hope was powerless to penetrate. He was for 
ever haunted by the vision of his uncle’s anguish, for ever 
tortured by the thought of that ruin and desolation which, 
being brought about by his instrumentality, would seem in a 
manner his handiwork. But amid all, and through all, Clara 
Talboys, with an imperious gesture, beckoned him onwards to 
her brother’s unknown grave. 

“Shall I go down to Southampton,” he thought, * and en- 
deavour to discover the history of the woman who died at 
Ventnor? Shall I work underground, bribing the paltry 
assistants in that foul conspiracy, until I find my way to the 
thrice guilty principal? No! not till I have tried other means 
of discovering the truth. Shall I go to that miserable old man, 
and charge him with his share in the shameful trick which I 
believe to have been played upon my poor friend P No; I will 
not torture that terror-stricken wretch as I tortured him a few 
weeks ago. I will go straight to the arch-conspirator, and 
will tear away the beautiful veil under which she hides her 
wickedness, and will wring from her the secret of my friend's 
fate, and banish her for ever from the house which her presence 
has polluted ” 

He started early the next morning for Essex, and reached 
Audley before eleven o’clock. 

Early as it was, my lady was out. She had gone to Chelms- 
ford upon a shopping expedition with her step-daughter. Sha 
had several calls to make in the neighbourhood of the town, 
and was not likely to return until dinner-time. Sir Michael’s 
health was very much improved, and he would come down- 
oe the afternoon. Would Mr. Audley go to his unclo’s 
room 

No: Robert had no wish to meet that generous kinsman. 

t could he say to him? How could he smooth the way to 
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the trouble that was to come?—how lessen the force of the 
cruel blow that was to fall upon that noble and trusting heart ? 

“If I could forgive her the wrong done to my friend,” 
Robert thought, “T should still abhor her for the misery her 
guilt must bring upon the man who has believed in her and 
loved her.” 

He told his uncle’s servant that he would stroll into the 
village, and return before dinner. He walked slowly away from 
the Court, strolling across the meadows between his uncle’s” 
house and the village, purposeless and indifferent, with the 
great trouble and perplexity of his life stamped upon his face 
and reflected in his manner. 

“T will go into the churchyard,” he thought, “and stare at 
the tombstones. There is nothing I can do that will make me 
more gloomy than I am.” 

He was in those very meadows through which he had hurried 
from Audley Court to the station upon the September day in 
which George Talboys had disappeared. He looked at the path- 
way by which he had gone upon that day, and remembered his 
unaccustomed hurry, and the vague feeling of terror which had 
taken possession of him immediately upon losing sight of his 

iend. 

“Why did that unaccountable terror seize upon meP” he 
thought. “Why was it that I saw some strange mystery in 
my friend’s disappearanceP Was it a monition or a mono- 
mania? What if I am wrong after allP What if this chain of 
evidence which I have constructed link by link is woven out 
of my own folly? What if this edifice of set and suspicion 
is a mere collection of crotchets—the nervous fancies of a ypo- 
chondriacal bachelor? Mr. Harcourt Talboys sees no meanin 
in the events out of which I have created a horrible mystery. t 
lay the separate links of the chain before him, and he cannot 
recognize their fitness. He is unable to put them together 
Oh, my God, if it should be in myself all this time that the 
misery lies! if >” he smiled bitterly, and shook his head. 
“I have the handwriting in my pocket-book which is the evi- 
dence of the conspiracy,” he thought. “It remains for me to 
discover the darker half of my lady’s secret.” 

He avoided the village, still keeping to the meadows. The 
church lay a little way back from the straggling High Street, 
and a rough wooden gate opened from the churchyard into a 
broad meadow, that was bordered by a running stream, and 
sloped down into a grassy valley dotted with groups of cattle. 

Robert slowly ascended the narrow hill-side pathway leading 
up to the gate in the churchyard. The quiet of the lonely 
landscape harmonized with his own gloom. The solitar figure 
of an old man hobbling towards a stile at the farther end of the 
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wide meadow was the only human creature visible upon the 
area over which the young barrister looked. The smoke slowly 
ascending from the scattered houses in the long High Street 
was the only evidence of human life. The slow progress of the 
hands of the old clock in the church steeple was the only token 
by which a traveller could perceive that the sluggish course 
of rural time had not come to a full stop in the village ot 
Audley. 

Yes, there was one other sign. As Robert opened the gate 
of the churchyard, and strolled listlessly into the little enclo- 
sure, he became aware of the solemn music of an organ, audible 
through a half-open window in the tower. 

He stopped and listened to the slow harmonies of a dreamy 
melody that sounded like an extempore composition by some 
accomplished player. 

“Who would have believed that Audley Church could boast 
such an organist?” thought Robert.  “ When last I was here, 
the national schoolmaster used to accompany his children with 
& primitive performance of common chords. I didn’t think the 
old organ had such music in it.” 

He lingered at the gate, not caring to break the lazy spell 
woven about him by the monotonous melancholy of the 
orgunist’s performance. The tones of the instrument, now 
swelling to their fullest power, now sinking to a low, whispering 
softness, floated towards him upon the misty winter atmosphere, 
and had a soothing influence, that seemed to comfort him in his 
trouble. 

He closed the gate softly, and crossed the little patch of 
gravel before the door of the church. This door had been left 
ajar—by the organist, perhaps. Robert Audley pushed it open, 
and walked into the square porch, from which a flight of narrow 
stone steps wound upwards to the organ-loft and the belfry. 
Mr. Audley took off his hat, and opened the door between the 
porch and the body of the church. He stepped softly into the 
holy edifice, which had a damp, mouldy smell upon week-days, 
He walked down the narrow aisle to the altar-rails, and from 
that point of observation took a survey of the church. The 
little gallery was exactly opposite to him, but the scanty green 
curtains before the organ were closely drawn, and he could not 
get a glimpse of the player. 

The music still rolled on. The organist had wandered into a 
melody of Mendelssohn’s, a strain whose dreamy sadness went 
straight to Robert’s heart. He loitered in the nooks and 
eorners of the church, examining the dilapidated memoriais of 
the well-nigh forgotten dead, and listening to this music. 

“Tf my poor friend, George Talboys, had died in my arms, 
and I had Luried him in this quiet church, in one of the vaults 
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over which I tread to-day, how much anguish of mind, vacil- 
lation, and torment I might have escaped,” thought Robert 
Audley, as he read the faded inscriptions upon tablets of dis- 
coloured marble: “I should have tte his fate—I should 
have known his fate! Ah, how much there would have been in 
that! Itis this miserable uncertainty, this horrible suspicion, 
which has poisoned my very life.” + 

He looked at his watch. 

“ Half-past one,” he muttered. “TI shail have to wait four or 
five dreary hours before my lady comes home from her morning 
calls. er morning calls—her pretty visits of ceremony or 
friendliness. Good heavens! what an actress this woman is. 
What an arch trickster—what an all-accomplished deceiver. 
But she shall play her pretty comedy no longer under my 
uncle’s roof. t have diplomatized long enough. She has 
refused to accept an indirect warning. To-night I will speak 
plainly.” 

The music of the organ ceased, and Robert heard the closing 
o1 the instrument, 

“Tl have a look at this new organist,” he thought, “who 
can afford to bury his talents at Audley, and play Mendelssohn’s 
finest fugues for a stipend of sixteen pounds a-year.” He 
lingered in the porch, waiting for the organist to descend the 
awkward little staircase. In the weary trouble of his mind, 
and with the prospect of getting through the five hours in the 
best way he could, Mr. Audley was glad to cultivate any diver- 
sion of thought, however idle. He therefore freely indulged his 
curiosity about the new organist. 

The first person who appeared upon the steep stone steps was 
a boy in corduroy trousers and a dark linen smock-frock, who 
shambled down the stairs with a good deal of unnécessary 
clatter of his hobnailed shoes, and who was red in the face from 
the exertion of blowing the bellows of the old organ. Close 
behind this boy came a young lady, very plainly dressed in a 
black silk gown and a large gréy shawl, who started and turned 
pale at the sight of Mr. Audley. 

This young lady was Clara Talboys. 

Of all people in the world she was the last whom Robert | 
either expected or wished to see. She had told him that she 
was going to pay a visit to some friends who lived in Essex ; 
but-the county is a wide one, and the village of Audley one of 
the most obscure and least frequented spots in the whole of its 
extent. That the sister of his lost friend should be here—here, 
where she could watch his every action, and from those actions 
deduce the secret workings of his mind, tracing his doubta 
home to their object—made a complication of his difficultica 
that he could never have anticipated. Tt brought him back te 
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. that consciousness of his own helplessness, in which he hed 
,exclaimed— 

“A hand that is stronger than my own is beckoning me 
onward on the dark road which leads to my lost friend’s un- 
known grave.” 

Clara Talboys was the first to speak. 

“ You are surprised to see me here, Mr. Audley,” she said. 

“Very much surprised.” 

“I told you that I was coming to Essex. I left liome the 
day before yesterday. I was leaving home when I received 
your telegraphic message. The friend with whom I am staying 
is Mrs. Martyn, the wife of the new rector of Mount Stanning, 
I came down this morning to see the village and church, and 
as Mrs. Martyn had to pay a visit to the schools with the 
curate and his wife, I stopped here and amused myself by 
trying the old organ. Y was not aware till I came here that 
there was a village called Audley. The place takes its name 
from your family, I suppose P” 

“T believe so,” Robert answered, wondering at tho lady’s 
calmness, in contradistinction to his own embarrassment. “I 
have a vague recollection of hearing the story of some ancestor 
who was called Audley of Audley in the reign of Edward the 
Fourth. ‘The tomb inside the rails near the altar belongs to 





one of the knights of Audley, but I have never taken the 


trouble to post myself in the history of his achievements 
Are you going to wait here for your friends, Miss Talboys?” 


“Yes; they are to return here for me after they have finished 4 


their rounds.” £ 
“And you go back to Mount Stanning with them this 
afternoon P” aie ry. 
“Yes.” 
Robert stood with his hat in his hard looking absently out 
at the tombstones and the low wall of the churchyard. Clara 


Talboys watched his pale face, haggard under the deepening 


shadow that had rested upon it so long. 

“You have been ill smce I saw you last, Mr. Audlev,” she 
said, in a low voice which had the same melodious sadness ag 
the notes of the old organ under her touch. 

“No, I have not been ill; I have been only harassed, wearied 
by a hundred doubts and perplexities.” 

He was thinking as he spoke to her—“ How much does she 
guessP How much does she suspect ?” 

He had told the story of George’s disappearance and of his 
own suspicions, suppressing only the names of those concerned 
in the mystery ; but what if this girl should fathom the slender 


disguise, and discover for herself that which he had chosen ta: 


withhold ? 
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Her grave eyes were fixed upon his face, and he knew that she 
was trying to read the innermost secrets of his mind. 

& What am I in her hands?” he thought. “What am I in 
the hands of this woman, who has my lost friend’s face and the 
awful wisdom of Pallas Athenè? She reads my pitiful, vacil- 
lating soul, and plucks the thoughts out of my brain with the 
magic of her solemn brown eyes. How unequal the fight must 
be between us, and how can i eee hope to conquer against the 
strength of her beauty and her wisdom P” 

Mr. Audley was clearing his throat preparatory to bidding 
his beautiful companion good morning, and making his escape 
from the thraldom of her presence into the lonely meadow 
outside the churchyard, when Clara Talboys arrested him by 
speaking upon that very subject which he was most anxious to 
avoid. : 

“ You promised to write to me, Mr. Audley,” she said, “if 
you made any discovery which carried you nearer to the mystery 
of my brother’s disappearance. You have not written to me, 
and Î imagine, therefore, that you have discovered nothing.” 

Robert Audley was silent for some moments. How could 
he answer this direct question P 

“The chain of circumstantial evidence which unites the 
mystery of your brother’s fate with the person whom I suspect,” 
he said, after a pause, “is formed of very slight links. I think 
that I have added another link to that chain since I saw you 
in Dorsetshire.” 

“And you refuse to tell me what it is that you have dis- 
covered.” 

“ Only until I have discovered more.” 

“T thought from your message that you were going to Wil- 
dernsea.”” 

“T have been there.” 

Re yee It was there that you made some discovery, 
en ” 

“Tt was,” answered Robert. “You must remember, Miss 
Talboys, that the sole ground upon which my suspicions rest is 
the identity of two individuals who have no apparent connec- 
tion—the identity of a person who is supposed to be dead with 
one who is living. The conspiracy of which I believe your 
brother to have been the victim hinges upon this. If his wife, 
Helen Talboys, died when the papers recorded her death—if 
the woman who lies buried in Ventnor churchyard was indeed 
the woman whose name is inscribed on the headstone of the 
pu have no case, I have no clue to the mystery of your 

rother’s fate. I am about to put this to the test. I believe 
that I am now in a position to play a bold game, and I believe 
that I shall soon arrive at the truth.” 
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He spoke in a low voice, and with a solemn emphasis that 
Von | the intensity of his feeling. Miss Talboys stretched out 
a her ungloved hand, and laid it on his own. The cold touch of 

Bei that slender hand sent a shivering thrill through his frame. 

“ You will not suffer my brother’s fate to remain a m stery, | 
Mr. Audley,” she said, quietly. “I know that you will do your 
duty to your friend.” 

The rector’s wife and her two companions entered the church- 
ard as Clara Talboys said this. Robert Audley pressed the 
and that rested in his own, and raised it to his lips. 

“TI am a lazy, good-for-nothing fellow, Miss Talbo 8,” he 
said; “but if I could restore your brother George to life and 
happiness, I should care very little for any sacrifice of my own. 
I fear that the most I can do is to fathom the secret of his fate ; 
and in doing that I must sacrifice those who are dearer to me 
than myself.” | 

He put on his hat and hurried away through the gateway | 
leading into the field as Mrs. Martyn came up to the porch, 

“Who is that handsome young man I caught téte-à-tête with 
you, Clara P” she asked, laughing. 

“ He is a Mr. Audley, a friend of my poor brother’s.” 

“Indeed! He is some relation of Sir Michael Audley, I 
suppose P” 

“Sir Michael Audley !” 

“Yes, my dear; the most important personage in the parish 
of Audley. But we'll call at the Court in a day or two, and ! 
you shall see the baronet and his pretty oung wife.” | 

“ His young wife!” repeated Clara dafbors: looking earnestly 

* at her friend. “Has Sir Michael Audley lately married ?” . 

“Yes. He was a widower for sixteen years, and married a 
penniless young governess about a year and a half ago. The * 
story is quite romantic, and Lady Audley is considered the belle 
of the county. But come, my dear Clara, the pony is tired of 
waiting for us, and we’ve a long drive before dinner.” 

Clara Talboys took her seat in the little basket-carriage which | 
was waiting ab the principal gate of the churchyard in the care 
of the boy who had blown the organ-bellows. Mrs. Martyn 
shook the reins, and the sturdy chestnut cob trotted off in the 
direction of Mount Stanning. 

“Will you tell me more about this Lad Audley, Fanny P” 
Miss Talboys said, after a long pause. “TI want to know all 
about her. Have you heard her maiden name P” 

“Yes; she was a Miss Graham.” 

“ And she is very pretty P” 

_ “Yes, very, very pretty. Rather a childish beauty thouch, 
With large clear blue eyes, and pale golden ringlets, that fal) in 
& feathery shower over her throat and shoulders.” 
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| Clara Talboys was silent. She did not ask any further ques- 
tions about my lady. 

She was thinking of a passage in that letter which George had 
written to her during his honeymoon—a passage in which he 
said :—“ My childish little wife is watching me as I write this. 
Ah! how I wish you could see her, Clara! Her eyes are as blue 
and as clear as the skies on a bright summer’s day, and her hair 
falls about her face like the pale golden halo you see round ihe 
head of a Madonna in an Italian picture.” 


CHAPTER XXX. 
| IN THE LIME-WALK. 


Hosertr AupLEY was loitering upon the broad grass-plat in 
front of the Court as the carriage containing my lady and Alicia 
| drove under the archway, and drew up at the turret-door. Mr. 
| ord presented himself in time to fant the ladies out of the 
| vehicle. 

My lady looked very pretty in a delicate blue velvet bonnet 
and the sables which her nephew had bought for her at St. 
Petersburg. She seemed very well pleased to see Robert, and 
smiled most bewitchingly as she gave him her exquisitely gloved 
little hand. 


! “So you have come back to us, truant ?” she said, laughing. 
| “ And now that you have returned, we shall keep you prisoner. 
1 We won’t let him run away again, will we, Alicia P” 

| Miss Audley gave her head a scornful toss, that shook the 
il, heavy curls under her cavalier hat. 


“ ] have nothing to do with the movements of so erratic an 
individual,” she said. “Since Robert Audley has taken it into 
| his head to conduct himself like some ghost-haunted hero in a 
| German story, I have given up attempting to understand him.” 
Mr. Audley looked at his cousin with an ae of seriv- | 

comic perplexity. “ She’s a nice girl,” he thought, “ but she’s a i 
nuisance. JL don’t know how it is, but she seems more 6 
nuisance than she used to be.” 
He pulled his moustache reflectively as he considered this 
uestion. His mind wandered away for a few moments from 
the great trouble of his life to dwell upon this minor perplexity. 
“ She’s a dear girl,” he thought; “a generous-hearted, bounc- 
ing, noble English lassie, and yet——” He lost himself in a 
| quagmire of doubt and difficulty. There was some hitch in his 
| tind which he could not understand; some change in himself, 
| bevond the change made in him by his anxiety about George 
Talboys, which mystified and bewildered bim. 
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“And pray where have you been wandering during the lad 
day or two, Mr. Audley P” asked my lady, as she lingered wit 
her step-daughter upon the threshold of the turret-door, waiting 
until Robert should be pleased to stand aside and allow them ta 

ass. The young man started as she asked this question, 4, 
ooked up at her suddenly. Something in the aspect of er 
bright young beauty, something in the childish innocence of her 
expression, seemed to smite him to the heart, and his face grew 
pale as he looked at her. 4 

“J have been——in Yorkshire,” he said; “at the little water- 
ing-place where my poor friend George Talboys lived at the time 
of his marriage.” 

The white change in my lady’s face was the only sign of her 
having heard these words. She smiled, a faint, sickly smile, and 
tried to pass her husband’s nephew. 

“ I must dress for dinner,” she said. “I am going toa dinner- 
party, Mr. Audley; please let me go in.” 

“I must ask you to spare me half an hour, Lady Audley,” 
Robert answered, in a low voice. “I came down to Es ex on 
purpose to speak to you.” 

“ What about?” asked my lady. 

She had recovered herself from any shock which she might 
have sustained a few moments before, and it was in her usual 
manner that she asked this question. Her face expressed the 
mingled bewilderment and curiosity of a puzzled child, rather 
than the serious surprise of a woman. 

“ What can you want to talk to me about, Mr. Audley P” she 
repeated. 

“I will tell you when we are alone,” Robert said, glancing at 
his cousin, who stood a little way behind my lady, watching this 
confidential dialogue. 

“He is in love with my step-mother’s wax-doll beauty,” 
thought Alicia, “and it is for her sake he has become such a 
disconsolate object. He’s just the sort of person to fall in love 
with his aunt.” 

Miss Audley walked away to the grass-plat, turning her back 
upon Robert and my lady. 

“The absurd creature turned as white as a sheet when he saw 
her,” she thought. “ So he can be in love, after all. That slow 
lump of torpidity he calls his heart can beat, I suppose, once in 
8 quarter of a century: but it seems that nothing but a blue- 
eyed wax doll can set it going. I should have given him up 
long ago if ’d known that his ideal of beauty was to be found ia 
a toy-shop.” 

Poor Alicia crossed the grass-plat and disappeared upon tha 
opposite side of the quadrangle, where there was a Gothie gate 
that communicated with the stables. I am sorry to say tnaz Sir 
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Michael Audley’s daughter went to seek consolation from her 
dog Cesar and her chestnut mare Atalanta, whose loose box 
the young lady was in the habit of visiting every day. 

“Will you come into the lime-walk, Lady Audley?” saia 
Robert, as his cousin left the garden. “I wish to talk to you 
without fear of interruption or observation. I think we could 
choose no safer place than that. Will you come there with 
me Pp” 

“If you please,” answered my lady. Mr. Audley could see 
that she was trembling, and that she glanced from side to side, 
as if looking for some outlet by which she might escape him. 

“You are shivering, Lady Adley,” he said. 

“Yes, I am very cold. I would rather speak to you some 
other day, please. Let it be to-morrow, if you will. I have to 
dress for dinner, and I want to see Sir Michael; I have not seen 
him since ten o’clock this morning. Please let it be to-morrow.” 

There was a painful piteousness in her tone, unspeakably pain- 
ful to Robert’s heart. Horrible images arose in his mind as he 
looked down at that fair young face and thought of the task that 
lay before him. 

“TI must speak to you, Lady Audley,” he said. “If I am 
cruel, it is you who have made me cruel. You might have 
escaped this ordeal. You might have avoided me. I gave you 
fair warning. But you have chosen to defy me, and it is your 
own. folly which is to blame if I no longer spare you. Come 
with me. I tell you again I must speak to you.” 

There was a cold determination in his tone which silenced my 
lady’s objections. She followed him submissively to the little 
iron gate which communicated with the long garden behind the 
house—the garden in which a little rustic wooden bridge led 
across the quiet fish-pond into the lime-walk. 

The early winter twilight was closing in, and the intricate 
tracery of the leafless branches that over-arched the lonely path- 
way looked black against the cold grey of the evening sky. The 
lime-walk seemed like some cloister in this uncertain light. 

“Why do you bring me to this horrible place to frighten me 
out of my poor wits?” cried my lady, peevishly. “ You ought 
to know how nervous I am.” 

“You are nervous, my lady P” 

“Yes, dreadfully nervous. I am worth a fortune to poor 
Mr. Dawson. He is always sending me camphor, and sal vola- 
tile, and red lavender, and all kinds of abominable mixtures, 
put he can’t cure me.” 

“Do you remember what Macbeth tells his physician, my 
lady?” asked Robert, gravely. “Mr. Dawson may be very 
much more clever than the Scottish leech; but I doubt if even 
he can minister to the mind that is diseased.” 
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“Who said that my mind was diseased?” exclaimed Lady 
Audley. 

“T say so, my lady,” answered. Robert. “You tell me that 
you are nervous, and that all the medicines your doctor can 
prescribe are only so much physic that might as well be thrown 
to the dogs. Let me be the pee to strike to the root of 
your malady, Lady Audley. Heaven knows that I wish to be 
merciful—that I would spare you as far as it is in my power tc 
spare you while doing justice to others—but justice must be done. 
Shall I tell you why you are nervous in this house, my lady ? ” 

“Tf you can,” she answered, with a little laugh. 

“ Because for you this house is haunted.” 

“ Haunted?” 

“Yes, haunted by the ghost of George Talboys!” 

Robert Audley heard my lady’s quickened breathing, he fancied 
he could almost hear the loud beating of her heart as she walked 
by his side, shivering now and then, and with her sable cloak 
wrapped tightly round her. 

“ What do you mean ? ” she cried suddenly, after a pause of 
some moments. “Why do you torment me about this George 
Lalboys, who happens to have taken it into his head to keep 
out of your way for a few months? Are you going mad, 
Mr. Audley, and do you select me as the victim of your mono- 
mania? What is George Talboys to me, that you should worry 
me about him P ” 

“He was a stranger to you, my lady, was he not?” 

“Of course! ” answered Lady Audley. “ What should he be 
but a stranger P ” 

“Shall I tell you the story of my friend’s disappearance, as T 
read that story, my lady ? ” asked Robert. 

“No,” crie Lady Audley; “I wish to know nothing of 
your friend. If he is dead, I am sorry for him. If he lives, 
I have no wish either to see him or to hear of him. Let me go 
in to see my husband, if you please, Mr. Audley; unless you 
i ae ia detain me in this gloomy place until I catch my death 
of cold. 


to say,” replied my lady, carelessly. “I promise to attend very 


“Whom he had deserted.” said my lady, quickly. * At 
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least,” she added, more deliberately, “I remember your tell- 


ing us something to that effect when you first told us your 
friend’s story.” 

Robert Audley did not notice this interruption. 

“The thought that was uppermost in his mind was the 
thought of his wife,” he repeated. “ His fairest hope in the 
future was the hope of making her happy, ard lavishing upon 
her the fortune which he had won by the force of his own strong 
arm in the gold-fields of Australia. I saw him within a few 
hours of his reaching England, and I was a witness of the 
(oer ride with which he looked forward to his reunion with 

3 wife. I was also a witness of the blow which struck him to 
the very heart—which changed him from the man he had been, 
to a creature as unlike that former self as one human being 
can be unlike another. The blow which made that cruel change 
was the announcement of his wife’s death in the Times news- 
paver T now believe that that announcement was a black and 

itter lie.” 

“Tndeed!” said my lady; “and what reason could any one 
have had for announcing the death of Mrs. Talboys, if Mrs. 
Talboys had been alive ? ” 

“The lady herself might have had a reason,” Robert answered, 
quietly. 

“What reason P ” 

“How if she had taken advantage of George’s absence to 
win a richer. husband? How if she had married again, and 
wished to throw my poor friend off the scent by this false 
announcement ? ” 

Lady Audley shrugged her shoulders. 

“Your suppositions are rather ridiculous, Mr. Audley,” she 
said; “itis to be hoped that you have some reasonable grounds 
for them P ” 

“T have examined a file of each of the newspapers published 
in Chelmsford and Colchester,” continued Robert, without reply- 
ing to my lady’s last observation, “and I find in one of the 
Colchester papers, dated July the 2nd, 1857, amongst numerous 
shreds and patches of miscellaneous information, a brief para- 
graph, extracted from a colonial newspaper, to the effect that a 

r. George Talboys, an English gentleman, had arrived at 
Sydney from the gold-fields, carrying with him nuggets and 
ae to the amount of twenty thousand pounds, and that 

e had realized his property and sailed for Liverpool in the fasi- 
sailing clipper Argus. This is a very small fact, of course, Lady 
Audley, but it is enough to prove that any person residing in 
Essex in the July of the year fifty-seven was likely to become 
aware of George Talboys’ return from Australia. Do you 


follow mo?” 
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“Not very clearly,” said my lady. “What have the Esseq 
papers to do with the death of Mrs. Talboys P ” 

“We will come to that by-and-by, Lady Audley. I say that 
I believe the announcement in the Times to have been a false 
announcement, and a part of tne conspiracy which was carried 
out by Helen Talboys and Lieutenant Maldon against my poor 
friend.” 

“ À conspiracy!” 

“Yes, a conspiracy concocted by an artful woman, who had 
speculated upon the chances of her husband’s death, and had 
secured a splendid position at the risk of committing a crime ; 
a bold woman, my lady, who thought to play her comedy out 
to the end without fear of detection; a wicked woman, who 
did not care what misery she might inflict upon the honest 
heart of the man she betrayed; but a foolish woman, who 
looked at life as a game of chance, in which the best player was 
likely to hold the winning cards, forgetting that there is a 
Providence above the pitiful speculators, and that wicked secrets 
are never permitted to remain long hidden. If this woman of 
whom I speak had never been guilty of any blacker sin than 
the publication of that lying announcement in the Times 
newspaper, I should still hold her as the most detestable and 
despicable of her sex—the most pitiless and mercenary of 
human creatures. That cruel lie was a base and cowardly blow 
in the dark: it was the treacherous dagger-thrust of an infamous 
assassin.” 

“But how do you know that the announcement was a false 
one?” asked my lady. “You told us that you had been to 
Ventnor with Mr. Talboys to see his wife’s grave. Who was it 
who died at Ventnor, if it was not Mrs. Talboys P ” 

“ Ah! Lady Audley,” said Robert, “ that is a question which 
only two or three people can answer, and one or other of those 
ete shall answer it to me before very long. I tell you, my 

ady, that Iam determined to unravel the mystery of George 
Talboys’ death. Do you think I am to be put off by feminine 
oes tiaegamid womanly trickeryP No! Link by lnk J 

ave put together the chain of evidence, which wants but a link 
hore and there to be complete in its terrible strength. Do you 
think I will suffer myself to be baffled? Do you think I shall 
fail to discover those missing links? No, Lady Audley, I shall 
not fail, for I know where to look for them! There is a fair- 
haired woman at Southampton—a woman called Plowson, who 
has some share in the secrets of the father of my friend’s wife. 
I have an idea that she can help me to discover the history of 
the woman who lies buried in Ventnor churchyard, and I will 
spare no trouble in making that discovery ; unless—— ” 7 

“ Unless what P ‘’ asked my lady, eagerly 
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“Unless the woman I wish to save from degradation and 
punishment accepts the mercy I offer her, and takes warning 
while there is still time.” 

My lady shrugged her graceful shoulders, and flashed bright 
defiance out of her blue eyes. 

“She would be a very foolish woman if she suffered herself 
to be influenced by any such absurdity,” she said. “ You are 
hypochondriacal, Mr. Audley, and you must take camphor, or 
red lavender, or sal volatile. What can be more ridiculous than 
this idea which you have taken into your head? You lose your 
friend George Talboys in rather a mysterious manner—that is 
to say, that gentleman chooses to leave England without giving 
you due notice. What of that? You confess that he became 
an altered man after his wife’s death. He grew eccentric and 
misanthropical; he affected an utter indifference as to what 
became of him. What more likely, then, that he grew tired 


of the monotony of civilized life, and ran away to those savage 
gold-fields to find a distraction for his grief? It is rather a 
romantic story, but by no means an uncommon one. But you 
are not satisfied witn this simple interpretation of your friend’s 
disappearance, and you build up some absurd theory of a con- 
spiracy which has no existence except in your own over-heated 
brain. Helen Talboys is dead. The Times newspaper declares 


she is dead. Her own father tells you that she is dead. The 
headstone of the grave in Ventnor churchyard bears record of 
her death. By what right,” cried my lady, her voice rising to 
that shrill and piercing tone peculiar to her when affected by 
any intense agitation—* by what right, Mr. Audley, do you 
come to me and torment me about George Talboys—by what 
right do you dare to say that his wife is still alive P ” 

“By the right of circumstantial evidence, Lady Audley,” 
answered Robert; “by the right of that circumstantial evidence 
which will sometimes fix the guilt of a man’s murder upon 
that person who, on the first hearing of the case, seems of all 
other men the most unlikely to be guilty.” 4% 

“ What circumstantial evidence P ” 

“The evidence of time and piace. The evidence of hand- 
writing. When Helen Talboys left her father’s house at 
Wildernsea, she left a letter behind her—a letter in which she 
declared that she was weary of her old life, and that she wished 
to seek a new home and a new fortune. That letter is in my 
possession.” 

“ Indeed !” 

“ Shall I tell you whose handwriting resembles that of Helen 
Talboys so closely, that the most dexterous expert could perceive 
no distinction between the two P ” 

“A resemblance between the handwriting of two women ‘s 

0 
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uo very uncommon circumstance now-a-days,” replied my lady 


‘earelessly. “I could show you the caligraphies of half-a-dozen 


of my female correspondents, and defy you to discover any 
great differences in them.” 

“ But what if the handwriting is a very uncommon one, pre- 
senting marked peculiarities by which it may be recognized 
among a hundred P ” 

“Why, in that case the coïncidence is rather curious,” 
answered my lady; “but itis nothing more than a coincidence. 
You cannot deny the fact of Helen Talboys’ death on the 
ground that her hecidepiting resembles that of some surviving 

verson.” 
ee But if a series of such coincidences lead up to the same 
point,” said Robert. “Helen Talboys left her father’s house, 
according to the declaration in her own handwriting, because 
she was weary of her old life, and wished to begin a new one. 
Do you know what I infer from this P ” 

y lady shrugged her shoulders. 

“T have not the least idea,” she said: “and as you have 
detained me in this gloomy place nearly half an hour, I must 
beg that you will release me, and allow me to go and dress for 
dinner.” j 

“No, Lady Audley,” answered Robert, with a cold sternness 
that was so strange to him as to transform him into another 
creature—a pitiless embodiment of justice, a cruel instrument 
of retribution—“no, Lady Audley,” he repeated, “I have told 
you that womanly prevarication will not help you; I tell you 
now that defiance will not serve you. I have dealt fairly with 
you, and have given you ample warning. I gave you indirect, 
notice of your danger two months ago.” 

“What do you mean?” asked my lady, suddenly. 

“You did not choose to take that warning, Lady Audley,” 
pursued Robert, “and the time has come in which I must 
speak very plainly to you. Do you think the gifts which you 
have played against fortune are to hold you exempt from 
retribution ? No, my lady, your youth and beauty, your grace 
and refinement, only make the horrible secret of your life more 
horrible. I tell yon that the evidence against you wants only 
one link to be strong enough for your condemnation, and that 
link shall be added. Helen Talboys never returned to her 
father’s house. When she deserted that poor old father, she 
went away from his humble shelter with the declared intention 
of washing her hands of that old life. What do people gene- 
rally do when they wish to begin a new existence—to start for 
a second time in the race of life, free from the encumbrances of 
their first journey? They change their names, Lady Audley 
Helen Talboys deserted her infant son—she went away from 
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Wildernsea with the pre-determination of sinking her iden. 
tity. She tenir 1 as Helen Talboys upon the 16th ot 
August, 1854, and upon the 17th of that month she reappeared 
as Lucy Graham, the friendless girl who undertook a profitless 
duty in consideration of a home in which she was asked 16 
questions.” 

“You are mad, Mr. Audley!” cried my lady. “You are 
mad, and my husband shall ‘protect me from your insolence. 
What if this Helen Talboys rani away from her home upon one 
day, and I entered my employer’s house ‘upon the next, what 
does that prove P ” 

“By itself, very little,” replied Robert Audley; “but with the 

elp of other evidence——” 

“What evidence P ” 

“The evidence of two labels, pasted one over the other, upon 
% box left by you in the possession of Mrs. Vincent, the upper 
abel bearing the name of Miss Graham, the under label that of 
Mrs. Geozge Talboys.” 

. My lady was silent. Robert Audley could not see her face 

in the dusk, but he could see that her two small hands were 

clasped convulsively over her heart, and he knew that the shot 
ad gone home to its mark. 

“ God help her, poor, wretched creature!’ he thought. “ She 
knows now that she is lost. I wonder if the judges of the land 
feel ag I do now, when they put on the black cap and pass sen- 
tence of death upon some poor, shivering wretch who has 
never done them any wrong. Do they feel a fervour of virtuoug 
Indignation, or do they suffer the dull anguish which I suffer ag 
I talk to this helpless woman P ” 

He walked by my lady’s side, silently, for some minutes. 
They had been pacing up and down the dim avenue, and they 
were now drawing near the shrubbery at one end of the lime- 
walk—the shrubbery in which the ruined well sheltered its 
rnheeded decay among the tangled masses of briery underwood. 

A winding pathway, neglected and half choked with weeds, 
led towards this me, Robert left the lime-walk, and struck 
into this pathway. There was more light in the shrubbery than 
In the avenue and Mr. Audley wished to see my lady’s face. 

He did not speak until they reached the patch of rank grass 
beside the well. The massive brickwork had fallen away here 
and there, and loose fragments of masonry lay buried amidst 
Weeds and briers. The: heavy posts which had supported the 
wooden: roller still remained, but the iron spindle had been 
dragged from its socket, and lay a few paces from the well, 
rusty, discoloured, and forgotten. 

Robert Audley leant against one of the moss-grown posts and 

ked down at my lady’s face, very pale in the chill winter 
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twilight. The moon had newly risen, a feebly luminous crescent 
in the grey heavens, and a faint, ghostly light mingled with the 
misty shadows of the declining day. My lady’s face seemed like 
that face which Robert Audley had seen in its dreams looking 
out of the white foam-flakes on the green sea-waves, and luring 
his uncle to destruction. 

“Those two labels are in my possession, Lady Audley,” he 
resumed. “I took them from the box left by you at Crescent 
Villas. Itook them in the presence of Mrs. Vincent and Miss 
Tonks. Have you any proofs to offer against this evidence? 
You say to me, ‘I am Lucy Graham, and I have nothing what- 
ever to do with Helen Talboys.’ In that case, you can produce 
witnesses who will declare your antecedents. Where had you 
been living prior to your appearance at Crescent Villas? You 
must have friends, relations, connections, who can come forward 
to prove as much as this for you. If you were the most desolate 
creature upon this earth, you would be able to point to some 
one who could identify you with the past.” 

“Yes,” cried my lady, “if I were placed in a criminal dock, I 
could, no doubt, bring forward witnesses to refute your absurd 
accusation. But I am not in a criminal dock, Mr. Audley, and 
I do not choose to do anything but laugh at your ridiculous 
folly. I tell you that you are mad! If you please to say that 
Helen Talboys is not dead, and that I am Helen Talboys, you 
may do so. If you choose to go wandering about to the places 
in which I have lived, and to the places in which this Mrs. 
Talboys has lived, you must follow the bent of your own inclina- 
tion; but I would warn you that such fancies have sometimes 
conducted people, as apparently sane as yourself, to the life-long 
imprisonment of a private lunatic asylum.” 

Robert Audley started, and recoiled a few paces among the 
weeds and brushwood as my lady said this. 

“She would be capable of any new crime to shield her from 
the consequences of the old one,” he thought. “She would be 
capable of using her influence with my uncle to place me ina 
mad-house.”? 

Robert Audley was no coward, and yet a shiver of horror, 
something akin to fear, chilled him to the heart, as he re- 
membered the horrible things that have been done by women, 
since that day upon which Eve was created to be Adam’s 
companion and helpmeet in the garden of Eden. What if this 
woman’s hellish power of dissimulation should be stronger than 
the truth, and crush him? She had not spared George Talboys 
when he had stood in her way, and menaced her with a certain 
peril; would she spare him who threatened her with a far 
greater dangerP Are women merciful, or loving, or kind in 
proportion to their beauty and their grace? Was there not & 
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certain Monsieur Mazers de Latude, who had the bad fortune ta 
offend the all-accomplished Madame de Pompadour, who ex- 
piated his youthful indiscretion by a lifelong imprisonment; 
who twice escaped from prison to be twice cast back into cap- 
tivity; who, trusting in the tardy generosity of his beautiful 
foe, betrayed himself to an implacable fiend? Robert Audley 
looked at the pale face of the woman standing by his side: that 
fair and beautiful face, illumined by starry blue eyes, that had a 
strange and surely a dangerous light in them: and remembering 
a hundred stories of womanly perfidy, shuddered as he thouglrt 
how unequal the struggle might be between himself and his 
uncle’s wife. 

“T have shown her my cards,” he thought, “but she has kept 
hers hidden from me. ‘The mask that she wears is not to be 
snes away. My uncle would rather think me mad than 

elieve her guilty.” 

The pale face of Clara Talboys—that grave and earnest face 
so different in its character to my lady’s fragile beauty—arose 
before him. 

“What a coward I am to think of myself or my own danger 
he thought. “The more I see of this woman, the more reason 
I have to dread her influence upon others; the more reason to 
wish her far away from this house.” 

He looked about him in the dusky obscurity. The lonely 
garden was as quiet as some solitary graveyard, walled in and 
hidden away from the world of the living. 

“It was somewhere in this garden that she met George 
Talboys upon the day of his disappearance,” he thought. “I 
wonder where it was they met; I wonder where it was that he 
looked into her cruel face, and taxed her with her falsehood.” 

My lady, with her litt hand resting lightly upon the op 
site post to that against which Robert leant, toyed with her 
pretty foot amongst the long weeds, but kept a furtive watch 
upon her enemy’s face. 

“Tt ig to be a duel to the death, then, my lady,” said Robert 
Audley, solemnly. “You refuse to accept my warning. You 
refuse to run away and repent of your wickedness In some 
distant hiding-place, far from the generous gentleman you have 
deceived and fooled by your false witcheries. You choose to 
remain here and defy me.” 

“T do,” answered Lady Audley, lifting her head, and looking 
full at the young barrister. “It is no fault of mine if my 
busband’s nephew goes mad, and chooses me for the victim of 
his monomania.” 

“So be it then, my lady,” answered Robert. “My friend 
‘George Talboys was last seen entering these gardens by the 
Ettle iron gate at which we came in to-night. He was last 
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heard inquiring for you. He was seen to enter these gardens, 
but he was never seen to leave them. Ido not believe that he 
ever did leave them. I believe that he met with his deatk 
within the boundary of these grounds; and that his body lies 
hidden in some forgotten corner of this place. I will have such 
a search made as shall level that house to the earth, and root 
ap every tree in these gardens, rather than I will fail in finding 
the grave of my murdered friend.” 

Lucy Audley uttered a long, low, wailing cry, and threw up 
her arms above her head with a wild gesture of despair, but she 
made no answer to the ghastly charge of her accuser. Her 
arms slowly dropped, and she stood staring at Robert Audley, 
her white face gleaming through the dusk, her blue eyes 
glittering and dilated. 

“ You shall never live to do this,” she said. “I will kill you 
first! Why have you tormented me? Why could you not let 
me alone? What harm had I ever done you, that you should 
make yourself my persecutor, and dog my steps, and watch my 
looks, and play the spy upon me? Do you want to drive me 
mad? Do you know what it is to wrestle with a mad woman? 
No,” cried my lady, with a laugh, “you do not, or you would 
never-——” 

She stopped abruptly, and drew herself suddenly to her fullest 
height. It was the same action which Robert had seen in the 
old half-drunken lieutenant; and it had the same dignity—the 
sublimity of extreme misery. 

“Go away, Mr. Audley,” she said. “ You are mad, I tell you; 
you are mad!” 

“Tam going, my lady,” answered Robert, quietly. “I would 
have condoned your crimes out of pity to your wretchedness. 
You have refused to accept my mercy. I wish to have pity 
upon the living. I shall henceforth only remember my duty to 
the dead.” 

He walked away from the lonely well under the shadow of the 
limes. My lady followed him slowly down that long, gloomy 
avenue, and across the rustic bridge to the iron gate. As he 
ame through the gate, Alicia came out of a little half-glass 

oor that opened from an oak-pannelled breakfast-room at one 
angle of the house, and met her cousin upon the threshold of the 
gateway. 

“I have been looking for you everywhere, Robert,” she said. 
hace has come down to the library, and I am sure he will 
be glad to see you." 

he young man started at the sound of his cousin’s fresh 
young voice. “(Good Heavens!” he thought, “can these two 
women be of the same clay P Can this frank, generous-hearted 
girl, who cannot conceal aug impulse of her in»ocent nature, ba 
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of the same flesh and blood as that wretched creature whose 
shadow falls upon the path beside me?” 

He looked from his cousin to Lady Audley, who stood near the 
gateway, waiting for him to stand aside and let her pass him. 

“T don’t know what has come to your cousin, my dear 
Alicia,” said my lady. “He is so absent-minded and eccentric 
as to be quite beyond my comprehension.” 

“Indeed!” exclaimed Miss Audley; “and yet I should 
imagine, from the length of your téte-à-tête, that you had made 
some effort to understand him.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Robert, quietly, “my lady and I understand 
each other very well; but as it is growing late I will wish you 
good evening, ladies. I shall sleep to-night at Mount Stanning, 
as I have some business to attend to up there, and I will come 
down and see my uncle to-morrow.” 

“What, Robert!” cried Alicia, “you surely won't go away 
without seeing papa.” 

“Yes, my dear,” answered the young man. “I am a little 
disturbed by some disagreeable business in which I am very 
much concerned, and I would rather not see my uncle. Good 
night, Alicia! I will come or write to-morrow.” 

He pressed his cousin’s hand, bowed to Lady Andley, and 
walked away under the black shadow of the archway, and out 
mto the quiet avenue beyond the Court. 

: ae lady and Alicia stood watching him until he was out of 
sight. 

“What in goodness’ name is the matter with my cousin 
Robert ? ” exclaimed Miss Audley, impatiently, as the barrister 
disappeared. , “ What does he mean by these absurd goings-on? 
some disagreeable business that disturbs him, indeed! I suppose 
the unhappy creature has had a brief forced upon him by some 
ill-starred attorney, and is sinking into a state of imbecility from 
a dim consciousness of his own incompetence.” 

“Have you ever studied your cousin’s character, Alicia P * 
asked my lady, very seriously, after a pause. 

4 Studied is character! No, Lady Audley. Why should I 
study his character ? ” said Alicia. “There is very little study 
required to convince anybody that he is a lazy, selfis! Sybarite, 
who cares for nothing in the world except his own ease and 
comfort.” 

“ But have you never thought him eccentric? ” 

“Eccentric!” repeated Alicia, pursing up her red lips and 
slaugging her shoulders. “Well, yes—I believe that is the 
-xcuse generally made for such people. I suppose Bob is 
eccentric.” 

“J have never heard yon speak of his father and mother,” said 
my lady, thoughtfully. “Do you remember them ? ” 
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“T never saw his mother. She was a Miss Dalrymple, a v 
dashing girl, who ran away with my uncle, and lost a very hand- 
some fortune in consequence. She died at Nice, when poor Bob 
was five years old.” 

“ Did you ever hear anything particular about her P” 

“ How do you mean, ‘particular’ ? ” asked Alicia 

sane you ever hear that she was eccentric—what people call 
6 od > LE] 

“Oh, no,” said Alicia, laughing. “My aunt was a very 
reasonable woman, I believe, though she did marry for love. 
But you must remember that she died before I was born, and I 
have not, therefore, felt very much curiosity about her.” 

“ But you recollect your uncle, I suppose P 

“ My uncle Robert?” said Alicia. “Oh, yes, I remember him 
very well indeed.” 

# Was he eccentric—I mean to say, peculiar in his habits, like 
your cousin P” 

“Yes, L believe Robert inherits all his absurdities from his 
father. My uncle expressed the same indifference for his fellow- 
creatures as my cousin; but as he was a good husband, an 
affectionate father, and a kind master, nobody ever challenged 
his opinions.” 

“ But he was eccentric P” 

“Yes; I suppose he was generally thought a little eccentric.” 

“ Ah!” said my lady, gravely, “I thought as much. Do you 
know, Alicia, that madness is more often transmitted from 
father to son than from father to daughter, and from mother to 
daughter than from mother to son? Your cousin Robert Aud- 
ley is a very handsome young man, and I believe a very good- 
hearted young man; but he must be watched, Alicia, for he is 
mad!” 

“Mad!” cried Miss Audley, indignantly; “ you are dreaming, 
my lady, or—or—you are trying to frighten me,” added tha 
young lady, with considerable alarm. 

“TI only wish to put you on your guard, Alicia,” answered 
my lady. “Mr. Audley may be as you say, merely eccentric; 
but he ha talked to me this evening in a manner that has filled 
me with absolute terror, and I believe that he is going mad. 
shall speak very seriously to Sir Michael this very night.” 

“Speak to papa!” exclaimed Alicia; “you surely won't 


. distress papa by sugpesting such a possibility ! ?” 


“T shall only put on his guard, my dear Alicia.” 


“But he'll never believe you,” said Miss Audley; “he will 
laugh at such an idea.” 

“No, Alicia; he will believe anything that I tell him,” 
answered my lady, with a quiet smile, 
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OHAPTER XXXI. 
PREPARING THE GROUND. 


fapy Aupier went from the garden to the library, a pleasant 
oak-panelled homely apartment in which Sir Michael liked to 
sit reading or writing, or arranging the business of his estate 
with his steward, a stalwart countryman, half agriculturist, half 
lawyer, who rented a small farm a few miles from the Court. 

The baroret was seated in a capacious eas -chair near the 
hearth. The bright blaze of the fire rose and fell, flashing now 
upon the polished promir.ences of the black oak bookcase, now 
upon the gok and scariet bindings of the books; sometimes 
glimmering upon the Athenian helmet of a marble Pallas, some- 
times lighting up the forehead of Sir Robert Peel. 

The lamp upon the reading-table had not yet been lighted, 
and Sir Michael sat in the firelight waiting for the coming of 
his young wife. 

It is impossible for me ever to tell the purity of his generous 
love—it is impossible to describe that affection, which was as 
tender as the love of a young mother for her first-born, as 


brave and chivalrous as the heroic passion of a Bayard for his 
liege mistress. 


The door opened while he was thinking of his fondly-loved 
wife, and looking up, the baronet saw the slender form standing 
in the doorway. 

“Why, my darling!” he exclaimed, as my lady closed the 
door behind her, and came towards his chair, “I have been 
thinking of you, and waiting for you for an hour. Where 
have you been, and what have a been doing ? ” 

My lady, standing in the s adow rather than in the light, 
paused a few moments before replying to this question. 

“ T have been to Chelmsford,” she said, “ shopping ; and. 

She hes‘tated—twisting her bonnet-strings in her slim white 
fingers with an air of pretty embarrassment. 

& And what, my dear,” asked the baronet— what have you 
been doing since you came from Chelmsford? I heard a 
uae stop at the door an hour ago. It was yours, was it 
not? ” 

“Yes, I came home an hour ago,” answered my lady, with 
the same air of embarrassment. 

“ And what have you been doing since you came home?” 

Sir Michael Audley asked this question with a slightly re- 
proachful accent. His young wife’s presence made the sun- 
shine of his life, and though he could not bear to chain her to 
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his side, it grieved him to think that she could willingly remaia 
Dern Eh absent from him, frittering away her time in soma 
childish talk or frivolous occupation. 

“What have you been doing since you came home, my 
ee ” he repeated. “What has kept you so long away from 
me LE 

“T have been talking—to—Mr. Robert Audley.” 

She still twisted her bonnet-string round and round her 
fingers. She still spoke with the same air of embarrassment. 

“ Robert !”’ exclaimed the baronet; “is Robert here P ” 

“ He was here a little while ago.” 

“ And is here still, I suppose.” 

“No, he has gone away.” ! = 
: aes away!” cried Sir Michael. “ What do you mean, my 

arling.” 

“T mean that your nephew came to the Court this afternoon. 
Alicia and I found him idling about the gardens. He stayed 
here till about a quarter of an hour ago talking to me, and 
then he hurried off, without a word of explanation, except, 
indeed, some ridiculous excuse about business at Mount 
Stanning.” 

“ Business at Mount Stanning! Why, what business can he 
possibly have in that out-of-the-way place? He has gone to 
sleep at Mount Stanning, then, I suppose P” 

“ Yes, I think he said something to that effect.” 

“Upon my word,” exclaimed the baronet, “I think that boy 
ig halt mad.” 

My lady’s face was so much in shadow, that Sir Michael 
Audley was unaware of the bright change that came over its 
sickly pallor as he made this very commonplace observation. 
A triumphant smile illumined Lucy Audley’s countenance, a 
smile that plainly said, “ It is coming—it is coming; I can twist 
him which way I like. I can put black before him, and if I say 
ib is white, he will believe me.” 

But Sir Michael Audley, in declaring that his nephew’s wits 
were disordered, merely uttered that commonplace ejaculation 
which is well known to have very little meaning. The baronet 
had, it is true, no very great estimate of Robert’s faculty for 
the business of this every-day life. He was in the habit of 
looking upon his nephew as a good-natured nonentity—a man 
dose heart had been amply stocked by liberal Nature with all 
the best things the generous goddess had to bestow, but whose 
brain had been somewhat overlooked in the distribution of in- 
tellectual gifts. Sir Michael Audley made that mistake which 

*:s very commonly made by easy-going, well-to-do observers, who 
‘ave no occasion to look below the surface. He mistook laziness 
tor incapacity. He thought because his nephew was idle, he 
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must necessarily be stupid. He concluded that if Robert did 


_ not distinguish himself it was because he could not. 


_ He forgot the mute inglorious Miltons who die voiceless and 
inarticulate for want of that dogged perseverance, that blind 
courage, which the poet must possess before he can find a pub- 
lisher; he forgot the Cromwells who see that noble vessel— 
the State—floundering upon a sea of confusion, and going 
down in a tempest of noisy bewilderment, and who yet are 
owerless to get at the helm, forbidden even to send out a 
feboat to the sinking ship. Surely it is a mistake to judge 
of what a man can do by that which Le has done. 

The world’s Valhalla is a close borough, and perhaps the 
greatest men may be those who perish silently far away from 
the sacred portal. Perhaps the purest and brightest spirits are 
those who shrink from the turmoil of the racecourse—the 
tumult and confusion of the struggle. The game of life is some- 
thing like the game of écarté, and it may be that the best cards 
ure sometimes foft in the talon. 

My lady threw off her bonnet, and seated herself upon a 
velvet-covered footstool at Sir Michael’s feet. There was 
nothing studied or affected in this girlish action. It was sc 
natural to Lucy Audley to be childish, that no one would have 
wished to see her otherwise. It would have seemed as foolish to 
expect dignified reserve or womanly gravity from this amber- 
haired syren, as to wish for rich basses in the compass of a 
skylark’s song. 

She sat with her pale face turned away from the firelight and 
with her hands locked together upon the arm of her husband’s 
easy-chair. They were very restless, these slender white hands. 
My lady twisted the jewelled fingers in and out of each other, as 
she talked to her husband. 

“T wanted to come to you, you know, dear,” she said—“TI 
wanted to.come to you directly I got home, but Mr. Audley 
insisted upon my stopping to talk to him.” 

“Bunt what about, my love?” asked the baronet. “ What 
could Robert have to say to you P” 

My lady did not answer this question. Her fair head 
dropped upon her husband's knee, her rippling yellow curls fel! 
over her face. 

Sir Michael lifted that beautiful head with his strong hands, 
and raised my lady's face. The firelight shining on that pale ~ 
face lit up the large, soft blue eyes which were drowned in tears. 

“ Lucy, Lucy!” cried the baronet, “what is the meaning of 
this? My love, my love, what has happened to distress you in 
this manner ?” 

Lady Audley tried to speak, but the words died away ine 
erticulately upon her trembling lips. A choking sensation is 
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her throat seemed to strangle those false and plausible words, 
her only armour against her enemies. She could not speak 
The agony she had endured silently in the dismal lime-walk had 
grown. too strong for her, and she broke into a tempest of lyse 
terical sobbing. It was no simulated grief that shook her 
slender frame, and tore at her like some ravenous beast that 
would have rent her piecemeal with its horrible strength. It 
was a storm of real anguish and terror, of remorse and misery. 
It was the one wild outcry, in which the woman’s feebler nature 
got the better of the syren’s art. 

It was not thus that she had meant to fight her terrible duel 
with Robert Audley. These were not the weapons which she 
had intended to use; but perhaps no artifice which she could 
have devised would have served her so well as this one outburst 
of natural grief. It shook her husband to the very soul. It 
bewildered and terrified him. It reduced the strong intellect on 
the man to helpless confusion and perplexity. It struck at 
the one weak point in a good man’s nature. It appealed 
straight to Sir Michael Audley’s affection for his wife. 

Ah, Heaven help a strong man’s tender weakness for the 
woman he loves! Heaven pity him when the guilty creature 
who has deceived him comes with her tears and lamentations 
to throw herself at his feet in self-abandonment and remorse, 
torturing him with the sight of her agouys rending jis heart 
with her sobs, lacerating his breast with her groans, multiply- 
ing her own sufferings into a great anguish for him to bear, 
multiplying them by twenty-fold, multiplying them in the ratio 
of a brave man’s capacity for endurance. Heaven forgive him 
if, maddened by that cruel agony, the balance wavers for a 
moment, and he is ready to forgive anything, ready to take this 
wretched one to the shelter of his breast, and to pardon that 
which the stern voice of manly honour urges must not be 
pardoned. Pity him, pity him, philosophers who ponder the 
perplexities of life. The wife’s worst remorse when she stands 
without the threshold of the home she may never again enter 
is not equal to the agony of the husband who closes the portal 
on that familiar and entreating face. The anguish of the 
mother who may never look again upon her children is less than 
the torment of the father who has to say to those children, 
“My little ones, you are henceforth motherless.” 

Sir Michael Audley rose from his chair, trembling with in- 
dignation, and ready to do immediate battle with the person 
who had caused his wife’s grief. 

“ Lucy,” he said, “ Lucy, I insist upon your telling me what 
and who has distressed you. I insist upon it. Whoever haa 
annoyed you shall answer to me for your grief. Come, my 
tove, tell me directly what it is P” 
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He reseated himself and bent over the drooping figure at his 
feet, calming his own agitation in his desire to soothe his wife’s 
distress. 

“ Tell me what it is, my dear?” he whispered, tenderly. 

The sharp paroxysm had passed away, and my lady looked 
up: a glittering light shone through the tears in her eyes, and 
the lines about her pretty rosy mouth, those hard and cruel 
lines which Robert Audley had observed in the pre-Raphaelite 
portrait, were plainly visible in the firelicht. 

“T am very silly,” she said; “but really he has made me 
quite hysterical.” 

“ Who—who has made you hysterical P” 

“Your nephew—Mr. Robert Audley.” 

“Robert!” cried the baronet. “Lucy, what do you mean P” 

“T told you that Mr. Audley insisted upon my going into 
the lime-walk, dear,” said my lady. “He wanted to talk to 
me, he said, and I went, and he said such horrible things 
that——” 

“ What horrible things, Lucy ?” 

Lady Audley shuddered, and clung with convulsive fingers 
to the strong hand that had rested caressingly upon her 
shoulder. 

“ What did he say, Lucy P ” 

“ Oh, my dear love, how can I tell you?” cried my lady. “I 
red that I shall distress you—or you will laugh at me, and 

en: 

“Laugh at youP no, Lucy.” 

Lady Audley was silent for a moment. She sat looking 
straight before her into the fire, with her fingers still locked 
about her husband’s hand. 

“ My dear,” she said, slowly, hesitating now and then between 
her words, as if she almost shrank from uttering them, “ have 
you ever—I am so afraid of alarming you—or—have you ever 
thought Mr. Audley—a little——” 

se à little what, my darling P ” 

“A little out of his mind,” faltered Lady Audley. 

“ Out of his mind!” cried Sir Michael. “My dear girl, what 
are you thinking of P” 

“You said just now, dear, that you thought he was half mad.” 

“Did I, my love?” said the baronet, laughing. “I don’t 
remember saying it, and it was a mere fagon de parler, that 
meant nothing whatever. Robert may be a little eccentric— 
p little stupid, perhaps—he mayn’t be overburdened with wits, 
but I don’t think he has brains enough for madness. I believa 
it’s generally your great inteliects thes get out of order.” 

“ But madness is sometimes herewtary,” said my lady. “ Mr. 
Audley may have inherited——” 
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“He has inherited no madness from his father’s family,” 
interrupted Sir Michael. “The Audleys have never peopled 
private lunatic asylums or fee’d mad doctors.” 

“Nor from his mother’s family ? ” 

“Not to my knowledge.” 

“People generally keep these things a secret,” said my lady, 
rie “There may have been madness in your sister-in-law’s 
a iad 

- T don’t think so, my dear,” replied Sir Michael. “But, 
Lucy, tell me what, in Heaven’s name, has put this idea into 
your head P ” 

“I have been trying to account for your nephew’s conduct. 
I can account for it in no other manner. If you had heard the 
things he said to me to-night, Sir Michael, you too might have 
thought him mad.” 

“ But what did he say, Lucy P ” 

“I can scarcely tell you. You can see how much he has 
stupitied and bewildered me. I believe he has lived too long 
alone in those solitary Temple chambers. Perhaps he reads too 


much, or smokes too much. You know that some physicians _ 


declare madness to be a mere illness of the brain—an illness to 
which any one is subject, and which may be produced by given 
causes, and cured by given means.” À 

Lady Audley’s eyes were still fixed upon the burning coals 
in the wide grate. She spoke as if she had been discussing a, 
subject that she had often heard discussed before. She spoke 
as if her mind kad almost wandered away from the thought of 
her husband’s nephew to the wider question of madness in the 
abstract. 

“ Why should he not be mad P ” resumed my lady. “ People 
are insane for years and years before their insanity 1s found out. 
They know that they are mad, but they know how to keep their 
secret; and perhaps they may sometimes keep it till they die. 
Sometimes a paroxysm seizes them, and in an evil hour they 

_ betray themselves. They commit a crime, perhaps. The hor- 
rible temptation of opportunity assails them, the knife is in 
their hand, and the unconscious victim by their side. They 
may conquer the restless demon and go away, and die innocent 
of any violent deed; but they may yield to the horrible temp= 
tation—the frightful, passionate, hungry craving for violence 
and horror. They sometimes yield, and are lost.” 

Lady Audley’s voice rose as she argued this dreadful ques- 
Bon. The hysterical excitement from which she had only just 
recovered had left its effects upon her, but she controlled her- 
self, and her tone grew ixi/mer as she resumed :— 

“Robert Audley is mad,” she said, decisively. “What is 
one of the strongest diagnostics of madness—what is the firat 
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Bpyalling sign of mental aberration? The mind becomes 
stationary; the brain stagnates; the even current of the mind 
is interrupted; the thinking power of the brain resolves itselt 
into a monotone. As the waters of a tideless pool putrefy by 
reason of their stagnation, the mind becomes turbid and corrunt 
through lack of action; and perpetual reflection upon one sub- 
ject resolves itself into monomania. Robert Audley 1s a mono- 
maniac. The disappearance of his friend, George Talboys, 
gs and bewildered him. He dwelt upon this one idea until 

e lost the power of thinking of anything else. The one idea 
looked at perpetually became distorted to his mental vision. 
Repeat the commonest word in the English language twenty 
times, and before the twentieth repetition you will have begun 
to wonder whether the word which you repeat is really the word 
you mean to utter. Robert Audley has thought of his friend's 
disappearance until the one idea has done its fatal and un» 
healthy work. He looks at a common event with a vision that 
is\diseased, and he distorts it into a gloomy horror angendere:| 
cf his own monomania. If you do not want to make me as ma‘ 
as he is, you must never let me see him again. He declare | 
to-night that George Talboys was murdered in this place, and 
that he will root up every tree in the gardens, and pull down 
every brick in the house, in his search for je 

My lady paused. The words died away upon her lips. She 
had exhausted herself by the strange energy with which she 
had spoken. She had been transformed from a frivolous childish 
beauty into a woman, strong to argue her own cause and plead 
her own defence. 

“Pull down this house!” cried the baronet. “George 
i. s murdered at Audley Court! Did Robert say this, 

ucy ? ” 

me He said something of that kind—something that frightened 
me very much.” 

“Then he must be mad,” said Su Michael, gravely. “I’m 
bewildered by what you tell me. Did he really say this, Lucy, 
or did you misunderstand him P ” 

“T—I—don’t think I did,” faltered my lady. “ You saw how 
frichtened I was when I first come in. I should not have been 
8o much agitated if he had not said somethir g horrible.” 

Lady Audley had availed herself of tbe very strongest argu- 
ment by which she could help her cause. 

“To be sure, my darling, to be sure,” answered the baronet. 
What conld have put gach hideous fancies into the unhappy 
boy’s head? This Mr. T'alboys—a perfect stranger to all of 
us—murdered at Audley Court! IT’ go to Mount Stanning 
to-night and see Robert. I have known him ever since he 
was a baby, and I cannot be deccived in him. If there iw 
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really anything wrong, he will not be able to conceal it from 
me.” | 


My lady shrugged her shoulders. 

“That is rather an open question,” she said. “It is gene- 
rally a stranger who is the first to observe any psychological 
peculiarity.” a 

The big words sounded strange from my lady’s rosy lips; but 
her newly-adopted wisdom had a certain quaint prettiness about 
it which bewildered her husband. 

“But you must not go to Mount Stanning, my dear darling,” 
she said, tenderly. “ Remember that you are under strict orders 
to stay in-doors until the weather is milder, and the sun shines 
upon this cruel ice-bound country.” 

Sir Michael Audley sank back in his capacious chair with a 
sigh of resignation. 

“'That’s true, Lucy,” he said ; “we must obey Mr. Dawson. 
I suppose Robert will come to see me to-morrow.” 

“ Yes, dear. I think he said he would.” 

“Then we must wait till to-morrow, my darling. I can’t 
believe that there really is anything wrong with the poor boy 
—I can’t believe it, Lucy.” 

“Then how do you account for this extraordinary delusion 
about this Mr. Talboys ?” asked my lady. 

Sir Michael shook his head. 

“TI don’t know, Lucy—I don’t know,” he answered. “It is 
always so difficult to believe that any one of the calamities that 
continually befall our fellow-men willever happen to us. I can’t 
believe that my nephew’s mind is impaired—I can’t believe it. 
I—I'll get him to stop here, Lucy, and I'll watch him closely, 
I tell you, my love, if there is anything wrong I am sure to find 
it out. I can’t be mistaken in a young man who has always 
been the same to me as my own son. But, my darling, why 
were you so frightened by Robert’s wild talk? It could not 
affect you.” 

My lady sighed piteously. 

“You must think me very strong-minded, Sir Michael,” she 
said, with rather an injured air, “if you imagine I can hear of 
these sort of things indifferently. 1 know I shall never be able 
to see Mr. Audley again.” 

“ And you shall not, my dear—you shall not.” 

“You said just now you would have him here,” murmured 
Lady Audley. 

“But L will not, my darling girl, if his presence annoys 
you. Good heavens, Lucy, can you imagine for a moment 
that I have any higher wish than to promote your happi- 
ness? I will consult some London physician about Robert, 
and let him discover if there really is anything the matter 
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with my poor brother’s only son. Yow shall not be annoyed, 
Lucy.” 


a You must think me very unkind, dear,” said my lady, “ and 
[know I ought not to be annoyed by the poor fellow; but he 
really seems to have taken some absurd notion into his head 
__ Bbout me.” 

“ About you, Lucy!” cried Sir Michael. 

“Yes, dear. He seems to connect me in some vague manner 
--which I cannot quite understand—with the disappearance of 
this Mr. Talboys.” 

“ Impossible, Lucy. You must have misunderstood him.” a 

“T don’t think so.” 

“Then he must be mad,” said the baronet—“he must be 
mad. I will wait till he goes back to town, and then send some 
one to his chambers to talk to him. Good Heavens, what a 
mysterious business this is!” 

“T fear I have distressed you, darling,” murmured Lady 
Audley. 

“Yes, my dear, I am very much distressed by what you 
have told me; but you were quite right to talk to me frankly 
about this dreadful business. I must think it over, dearest, and 
try and decide what is best to be done.” 

My lady rose from the low ottoman on which she had been 
| seated. The fire had burned down, and there was only a faint 

oe of red light in the room. Lucy Audley bent over her 
usband’s chair, and put her lips to his broad forehead. 

“ How good you have always been to me, dear,” she whispered, 
softly. “ You would never let any one influence you against me, 
would you, my darling ?” ! 

“ Influence me against you P ” repeated the baronet. “No, 
my love.” 

“Because you know, dear,” pursued my lady, “there are 
wicked people as well as mad people in the world, and there 
may be some persons whose interest it would be to injure me.” 

“They had better not try it then, my dear,” answered Sir 
Michael; “they would find themselves m rather a dangerous 
position if they did.” : 

Lady Audley laughed aloud, with a gay, triumphant, silvery 
peal of laughter that vibrated through the quiet room. ; 

“My own dear darling,” she said, “ I know you love me. 
And now I must run away, dear, for it’s past seven o'clock. 
I was engaged to dine at Mrs. Montford’s, but I must send a 
groom with a message of apology, for Mr. Audley has made me 
quite unfit for company. Lt stay at home, and nurse you, 


dear. You'll go to bed very early, won’t you, and take great 
tare of yourself P ” 
“Yes, dear.” 
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My lady tripped out of the room to give her orders about 
the message which was to be carried to the house where she was 
to have dined. She paused for a moment as she closed the 
library door—she paused, and laid her hand upon her breast te 
check the rapid throbbing of her heart. 

“TI have been afraid of you, Mr. Robert Audley,” she though*, 


: “but perhaps the time may come in which you will have cause 


wo be afraid of me.” 


CHAPTER XXXII. 
PHŒBE’S PETITION. 


Tux division between Lady Audley and her step-daughter 
had not become any narrower in the two months which had 
elapsed since the pleasant Christmas holiday time had been 
kept at Audley Court. There was no open warfare between 
the two women; there was only an armed neutrality. Alicia 
would very much have preferred a hearty pitched battle to this 
silent en. undemonstrative disunion; but it was not easy to 
quarrel with my lady. She had soft answers for the turning 
away of wrath. She could smile bewitchingly at her step- 
daughter’s open petulance, and laugh merrily at the young 
lady’s ill-temper. Perhaps had she been less amiable, had she 
been indeed more like Alicia in disposition, the two ladies might 
have expended their enmity in one tremendous quarrel, anu 
might ever afterwards have been affectionate and friendly. But 
Lucy Audley would not make war. She carried forward the 
sum of her dislike, and put it out at a steady rate of interest, 
until the breach between her step-daughter and herself, widen- 
ing a little every day, became a great gulf utterly impassable 
by olive-branch-bearing doves, from either side of the abvss, 

here can be no reconciliation where there is no open warfare, 
there must be a battle, a brave boisterous battle, with pen- 
dants waving and cannon roaring, befure there can be peaceful 
treaties and enthusiastic shaking of hands. Perhaps the union 
between France and England owes its greatest forca to the 
recollection of bygone conquest and defeat. We have hated 
each other and licked each other and had it out, as the common 
phrase goes, and we can afford now to fall into each other’s arms 
and vow eternal friendship and everlasting brotherhood. 


Alicia Audley and her father’s pretty wife had plenty ot 


room for the comfortable indulgence of their dislike in tha 
spacious old mansion. My lady had her own apartments, as 
we know—luxurious chambers, in which all conceivable ele- 
rancies had been gathered for the comfort of their occupant. 
Rica had her own rooms in another parc of the large house 
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She had her favourite mare, her Newfoundland dog, and hez 
drawing materials, and she made herself tolerably happy. 
She was not very happy, this frank, generous-hearted girl, for 
it was scarcely possible that she could be altogether at ease 
in the constrained atmosphere of the Court. Her father was 
changed—that dear father, over whom she had once reigned 
supreme with the boundless authority of a spoiled child, had 
accepted another ruler and submitted to a new dynasty. 
Little by little my lady’s pretty power made itself felt in that 
narrow household, and Alicia saw her father gradually lured 
across that gulf that divided Lady Audley from her step- 
daughter, until he stood at last quite upon the other side of the 
pe and looked coldly upon his only child across that widening 
chasm. 

Alicia felt that he was lost to her. My lady’s beaming 
smiles, my lady’s winning words, my lady’s radiant glances 
and bewitching graces, had done their work of enchantment, 
and Sir Michael had grown to look upon his daughter as a 
somewhat wilful and capricious young person who had behaved 
with determined unkindness to the wife he loved. 

Poor Alicia saw all this, and bore her burden as well as she 
could. It seemed very hard to be a handsome grey-eyed 
heiress, with dogs and horses and servants at her command, and 
yet to be so much alone in the world as to know of not one 
friendly ear into which she might pour her sorrows. 

“Tf Bob was good for anything, I could have told him how 
unhappy I am,” thought Miss Audley; “but I may just as 
well tell Caesar my troubles, for any consolation I should get 
from my cousin Robert.” 

Sir Michael Audley obeyed his pretty nurse, and went to 
bed at a little after nine o’clock upon the bleak March evening 
after Robert’s visit to the Court. Perhaps the baronet s bed- 
room was about the pleasantest retreat that an invalid could 
have chosen in such cold and. cheerless weather. The dark- 
green velvet curtains were drawn before the windows and about 
the ponderous bed. The wood fire burned redly upon the broad 
hearth. The reading-lamp was lighted upon a delicious littls 
table close to Sir Michael’s pillow, and a heap of magazines and 
newspapers had been arranged by my lady’s own fair hands for 
the pleasure of the invalid. 

Lady Audley sat by the bedside for about ten minu es 
talking to her husband, talking very seriously, about t ‘s 
strange and awful question—Robert Audley’s lunacy; but 
the end of that time she rose and bade him good night. She 
lowered the green silk shade before the reading-lamp, adjusting 
it carefully for the repose of the baronet’s eyes. 

“J. shall leave you. dear.” she said. “If you can sleep, sn 
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much the better. If you wish to read, the books and papers 
are close to you. I will leave the doors between the rooms 
epen, and I sel hear your voice if you call me.” 

Lady Audley went through her dressing-room into the 
poudoir, where she had been sitting with her husband since 
dinner. 

Every evidence of womanly refinement was visible in the 
elegant chamber. My lady’s piano was open, covered with 
acattered sheets of music and exquisitely-bound collections of 
scenas and fantasias which no master need have disdained to 
study. My lady’s easel stood near the window, bearing witness 
to my lady’s artistic talent, in the shape of a water-coloured 
sketch of the Court and gardens. My lady’s fairy-like em- 
broideries of lace and muslin, rainbow-hued silks, and delicately- 
tinted wools, littered the luxurious apartment; while the 
looking-glasses, cunningly placed at angles and opposite corners 
by an artistic upholsterer, multiplied my lady’s image, and in 
that image reflected the most beautiful object in the enchanted 
chamber. 

Amid all this lamplight, gilding, colour, wealth, and beauty, 
Lucy Audley seated herself on a footstool by the fire to think. 

If Mr. Holman Hunt could have peeped into the pretty 
boudoir, I think the picture would have been photographed 
upon his brain, to be reproduced by and bye upon a bishop’s 
half-length for the glorification of the pre-Raphaelite brother. 
hood. My lady in that half-recumbent attitude, with her 
elbow resting on one knee, and her perfect chin supported by 
her hand, the rich folds of drapery falling away in long undu- 
lating lines from the exquisite outline of her figure, and the 
luminous rose-coloured firelight enveloping her in a soft glow, 
only broken by the golden glitter of her yellow hair; beautiful 
in rss, but made bewilderingly beautiful by the gorgeous 
surroundings which adorn the shrine of her loveliness, would 
have been a worthy model for a pre-Raphaelite pencil. Drink- 
ing-cups of gold and ivory, chiselled by Benvenuto Cellini; 
cabinets of buhl and porcelain, bearing the cipher of Austrian 
Marie Antoinette, amid devices of rosebuds and true lover’s 
knots, birds and butterflies, cupids and shepherdesses, god- 
desses, courtiers, cottagers and milk-maids: statuettes of Parian 
marble and Sévres biscuit; gilded baskets of hot-house flowers; 
fantastical caskets of Indian filagree work; fragile teacups of 
turquoise china, adorned by medallion miniatures of Louis the 
Great and Louis the Well-beloved, Louise de la Valliére, and 
geanne Marie du Barry; cabinet pictures and gilded mirrors, 
shimmering satin and diaphanous lace; all that gold can buy or 
art devise had been gathered together for the beautification of 
this quiet chamber in which my lady sat listering to tha 
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moaning of the shrill March wind and the flapping of the ivy 
leaves against the casements, and looking into the red chasmg 
in the burning coals. 

I should be preaching a very stale sermon, and harping upon 
a very familiar moral, if I were to seize upon this opportunity 
of declaiming against art and beauty because my lady was 
more wretched in this elegant apartment than many a half- 
starved sempstress in her dreary garret. She was wretched by 
reason of a wound which lay too deep for the possibility of any 
solace from wealth and luxury; but her wretchedness was of an 
abnormal nature, and the fact of her misery would be but a poor 
argument in favour of poverty and discomfort as opposed to 
opulence. The Benvenuto Cellini carvings and the Sèvres porce- 
lain could not give her happiness, because she had passed out 
of their region. She was no longer innocent, and the pleasure 
we take in art and loveliness, being an innocent pleasure, had 
nu beyond her reach. Six or seven years before, she would 

ave been happy in the possession of this little Aladdin’s 
palace: but ale had wandered out of the circle of careless 
pleasure-secking creatures, she had strayed far away into a 
starless labyrinth of guilt and treachery, terror and crime, and 
all the treasures that had been collected for her could have 
given her no pleasure but one, the pleasure of flinging them 
«nto a heap beneath her feet, and trampling upon them and 
wstroyi:g them in her cruel despair. i ; 

There were some things that would have inspired her with an 
awful joy, a horrible delight. If Robert Audley, her pitiless 
enemy, her unrelenting pursuer, had lain dead in the adjoming 
chamber, she would have exulted over his bier. : 

What pleasure could have remained for Lucretia Borgia and 
Datherine de’ Medici, when the dreadful boundary line betweey 
innocence and guilt was passed, and the lost creatures stood 
upon the lonely outer sideP Only dark unholy joys and 
guilty delights were left for these miserable women. With 
what disdainful bitterness they must have watched the frivo- 
lous vanities, the petty deceptions, the paltry sins of ordinary 
offenders! Perhaps they took a horrible pride in the enormity 
of their wickedness; in this “divinity of Hell,” which made 
them greatest amongst sinful creatures. x 

My lady, brooding by the fire in her lonely chamber, with her 
large, clear blue eyes fixed upon the yawniry gulfs of lurid 
crimson in the burning coals, may have thought of many things 
very far away from the terribly silent struggle in which she was 
engaged. She may have thought of long-ago years of childish 
innocence, childish follies and selfishnesses, or frivolous feminine 
sins that had weighed very lightly upon her conscience. Per. 
aps in that retrospective reveric she recalled the early time in 





FE 






AA? 


» 


Lady Audley’s Secret. 


which she had first looked in the glass and discovered chat she 
was beautiful: that fatal early time in which she had first 
begun to look upon her loveliness as a right divine, a boundless 
possession which was to be a set-off against all girlish short- 
comings, the counter-balance of every youthful sin. Did she 
remember the day in which that fairy dower of beauty had first 
taught her to be selfish and cruel, indifferent to the joys and 
sorrows of others, cold-hearted and capricious, greedy of ad- 
miration, exacting and tyrannical, with that petty woman’s 
tyranny which is the worst of despotisms? Did she trace every 
sin of her life back to its true source ? and did she discover that 
\ | poisoned fountain in her own exaggerated estimate of the value 
i 1 | of a pretty face? Surely, if her thoughts wandered so far 
WAP 18 along the backward current of her life, she must have repented 

in bitterness and despair of that first day in which the master- 
| h passions of her life had become her rulers, and the three demons 
i of Vanity, Selfishness, and Ambition had joined hands and said, | 
| HH “This woman is our slave; let us see what she will become | 








under our guidance.” 
{Hh How small these first youthful errors seemed as my lady 
; looked back upon them in that long reverie by the lonely 
hearth! What small vanities, what petty cruelties! A triumph 
over a schoolfellow, a flirtation with the lover of a friend, an 
hi | assertion of the right "divine invested in blue eyes and golden- 
tinted hair. But how terribly that narrow pathway had widened 
out into the broad high road of sin, and how swift her footsteps 
Î had become upon the now familiar way ! 
t My lady twined her fingers in her amber curls, and made as 
if she would have torn them from her head. But even in that 
H moment of mute despair the unyielding dominion of beauty 
{ll | asserted itself, and she released the poor tangled glitter of 
| 
i 





ringlets, leaving them to make a halo round her head in the dim 
| firelight. 

| “I was not wicked when I was young,” she thought, as she 

| stared gloomily at the fire, “I was only thoughtless, I never 
il did, any harm—at least, never wilfully. Have I ever been | 
really wicked, I wonder?” she mused. “My worst wicked. 
nesses have been the result of wild impulses, and not of deeply 
laid plots. I am not like the women [ have read of, who have 

| lain night after night in the horrible dark and stillness, plan. 
| ning, out treacherous deeds, and arranging every circumstance 
of an appointed crime. I wonder whether they suffered—those 
ML women—whether they ever suffered as——” 











i Her thoughts wandered away into a weary maze of con 
puni fusion. Suddenly she drew herself up with a proud defiant 
| Fi gesture, and her eyes glittered with a light that was not 
it! 1 : entirely reflected from the fire, 
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“You are mad, Mr. Robert Audley,” she said, “you are 
mad, and your fancies are a madman’s fancies. J know what 
madness is. I know its signs and tokens, and I say that you 
are mad.” 

She put her hand to her head, as if thinking of something 
which confused and bewildered her, and which she found it 
difficult to contemplate with calmness. 

“Dare I defy him?” she muttered. “Dare I? dare I? 
Will he stop now that he has once gone so farP Will he stop 
for fear of me? Will he stop for fear of me when the thought 
of what his uncle must suffer has not stopped himP Will any- 
thing stop him—but death P” 

She pronounced the last two words in an awful whisper; and 
then she sat blankly staring at the fire, with her head bent for- 
ward, her eyes dilated, and her lips still parted as they had been 
parted in her utterance of that final word “ death.” 

“T can’t plot horrible things,” she muttered presently ; “my 
brain isn’t strong enough, or I’m not wicked enough, or brave 
enrages If I met Robert Audley in those lonely gardens, as 





The current of her thoughts was interrupted by a cautious 
knocking at the door. She rose suddenly, startled by any sound 
in the stillness of her room. She rose, and threw herself into a 
chair, She flung her beautiful head back upon the soft cushions, 
and took a book from the table near her. 

Insignificant as this action was, it spoke very plainly. It 
spoke very plainly of ever-recurring fears—of fata necessities 
for concealment—of a mind that in its silent agonies was ever 
alive to the importance of outward effect. It told more plainly 
than anything else could have told, how complete an actress my 
lady had been made by the awful necessities of her life. 

he modest rap at the boudoir-door was repeates. 

“ Come in!” cried Lady Audley, in her liveliest tone. 

The door was opened with that respectful noiselessness 

culiar to a well-bred servant, and a young woman plainly 
net, and carrying some breath of the cold March atmo- 
sphere in the folds of her garment, crossed the threshold of the 
apartment and lingered near the door, waiting permission. te 
approach the inner regions of my lady’s retreat. 

Tt was Phœbe Marks, the pale-faced wife of the Mount 
Stanning innkeeper. 

“I beg pardon, my lady, for intruding without leave,” she 
said; “but I thought I might venture to come straight to 
your room without waiting for permission.” 

“Yes, yes, Phoebe, to be sure. Take off your bonnet, 
vou wretched cold-looking creature, and come and ait dows 

1ere.”? 
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Lady Audley pointed to the low ottoman upon which she had 
herself been seated a few minutes before. The lady’s-maid had 
often sat upon it, listening to her mistress’s prattle in the old 
days, when she had been my lady’s chief companion and 
eonfidante. 

“Sit down here, Phoebe,” Lady Audley repeated, “sit down 
here and talk to me. I am very glad you came here to-night. 
I was horribly lonely in this dreary place ” 

My lady shivered, and looked round the luxurious chambet 
very much as if the Sérves and bronze, the buhl and ormolu, had 
been the mouldering adornments of some ruined castle. The 
dreary wretchedness of her thoughts haa communicated itself to 
every object about her, and all outer things took their colour 
from the secret anguish in her breast. She had spoken the 
entire truth in saying that she was glad of her lady’s-maid’s 
visit. Her frivolous nature clung to this weak shelter in the 
hour of her fear and suffering. There were sympathies between 
her and this girl, who was like herself inwardly as well as ou 
wardly—like herself, selfish, and cold, and cruel, eager for her 
own advancement, and greedy of opulence and ele ance, angry 
with the lot that had been cast her, and weary of dull depen- 
dence. My lady hated Alicia for her frank, passionate, generous, 
daring nature; she hated her step-daughter, and clung to this 
pale-faced, pale-haired girl, whom she thought neither better 
nor worse than herself, 

Phoebe Marks obeyed her late mistress’s commands, and took 
off her bonnet before seating herself on the ottoman at Lady 
Audley’s feet. Her smooth bands of light hair were unruffled 
by the March winds; her trimly made drab dress and linen 
collar were as neatly arranged as they could have been had she 
only that moment completed her toilet. 

“ Sir Michael is better, I hope, my lady P” she said. 

“ Yes, Phœne, much better, He is asleep. You may close 
that door,” added Lady Audley, with a motion of her head 
towards the door of communication between the rooms, which 
had been left open. 


Mrs. Marks obeyed submissively, and then returned to her 
seat. 


“T am very, very unhappy, Phœbe,” my lady said, fretfully ; 
“wretchedly miserable.” 

“ About the—secret?” asked Mrs. Marks, in a half whisper. 

My lady did not notice that question. She resumed in the 
same complaining tone. She was glad to be able to complain 
even to this lady’s-maid. She had brooded over her fears, and 
had suffered so hee in secret, that it was an inexpress'kle relief 
to her to bemoan her fate aloud. 


“Tam cruelly persecuted and harassed, Phoebe Marks,” she 
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said. “Zam pursued and tormented by a man whom I never 
injured, whom I have never wished to injure. I am nevet 
suffered to rest by this relentless tormentor, and I——” 

She paused, staring at the fire again, as she had done in her 
loneliness. : 

Phoebe Marks watched my lady’s face, looking upward at 
her late mistress with pale, anxious eyes, that only relaxed 
their watchfulness when Lady Audley’s glance met that of her 
companion. 

“I think I know whom you mean, my lady,” said the inn- 
keeper’s wife, after a pause; “I think I know who it is who is 
80 cruel to you.” 

“Oh, of course,” answered my lady, bitterly : “my secrets are 
everybody’s secrets. You know all about it, no doubt.” 

ss De person is a gentleman, is he not, my lady P” 

66 es.” 

“A gentleman who came to the Castle Inn two months ago, 
when I warned you # 

“Yes, yes,” answered my lady, impatiently. 

a thought so. The same gentleman is at our place to-night, 
my lady.” 

med Audley started up from her chair—started up as if she 
would have done something desperate in her despairing fury ; 
but she sank back again with a weary, querulous sigh. What 
warfare could such a feeble creature wage against her fate? 
What could she do but wind like a hunted hare till she found 
her way back to the starting-point of the cruel chace, to be there 
trampled down by her pursuers P 

“At the Castle Inn?” she cried. “I might have known as 
much. He has gone there to wring my secrets from your 
husband. Fool!” she exclaimed, suddenly turning upon Phosbe 
Marks, in a transport of anger, “do you want to destroy me, 
that you have left those two men together P ” 

Mrs. Marks clasped her hands piteously. 

“I didn’t come away of my own free will, my lady,” she said ; 
“no one could have been more unwilling to leave the house than 
I was this night. I was sent here.” 

“Who sent you here P” 

“Luke, my lady. You can’t tell how hard he can be upon ms 

if I go against him.” 
© “Why did he send youP” 

The innkeeper’s wife dropped her eyelids under Lady 
Audley’s angry zlances, and hesitated before she answered this 
question. 

“Indeed, my lady,” she stammered, “I didn’t want to come 
T told Luke that it was too bad for us to worry you, first asking 
this favour, and then asking that, and never leaving you alone 
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for a month together; but—but—he drove me down with hs 
loud blusterirg talk, and he made me come.” 

“Yes, yes,” cried Lady Audley, impatiently; “I know that 
I want to know why you have come.” 

“Why, you know, my lady,” answered Phoebe, half reluc- 
tantly, “ Luke is very extravagant; and all I can say to him, 1 
ean’t get him to be careful or steady. He’s not sober; ar? 
when he’s drinking with a lot of rough countrymen, and drink 
ing, perhaps, even more than they do, it isn’t likely that his 
head can be very clear for accounts. If it hadn’t been for me 
we should have been ruined before this; and hard as I’ve tried 
I haven’t been able to keep the ruin off. You remember giving 
me the money for the brewer’s bill, my lady P” 

“Yes, I remember very well,” answered Lady Audley, with 
a bitter laugh, “ for I wanted that money to pay my own bills.” 

“J know you did, my lady, and it was very, very hard for me 
to have to come and ask you for it, after all that we’d received 
from you before. But that isn’t the worst; when Luke sent me 
down here to beg the favour of that help, he never told me that 
the Christmas rent was still owing; but it was, my lady; and 
it’s owing now, and—there’s a bailiff in the house to-night, and 
we’re to be sold up to-morrow unless"? 

“Unless I pay your rent, I suppose,” cried Lady Audley, 
“TI might have guessed what was coming.” : 

“ Indeed, indeed, my lady, I wouldn’t have asked it,” sobbed 
Phoebe Marks, “ but he made me come.” 

“ Yes,” answered my lady, bitterly, “he made you come; and 
he will make you come whenever he pleases, and whenever he 
wants money Êr the gratification of his low vices; and you and 
he are to be my pensioners as long as I live, or as long as I 
have any money to give; for I suppose when my purse is empty 
and my credit ruined, you and your husband will turn apon me 
and sell me Lo the highest bidder. Do you know, Phoebe Marks, 
that my jewel-case ia been robbed to meet your claims, and 
“hat I ke in perpetual fear of my husband’s questioning me 
“bout the particular trinkets which I have disposed of for your 
Yenefit? Do you know that my pin-money, which I thought 
such a princely allowance when my marriage settlement was 
made, and when I was a poor governess at Mr. Dawson’s— 
Heaven help me!—my pin-money has been overdrawn. half a 
year to satisfy your demands? What can I do to appease you? 
S all I sell my Marie Antoinette cabinet, or my Pompadour 
china, or my Gobelin chairs and ottomansP How shall I satisfy 
you next P” 

“Oh, my lady, my lady,” cried Phoebe, piteously, “don’t be 
so cruel to me! you know, you know that it isn’t I who want to 
impose upon you.” 
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“ Y know nothing,” exclaimed Lady Audiey, “except that I 
am the most miserable of women. Let me think,” she cried, 
silencing Phoebe’s consolatory murmurs with an imperious 
ponte “ Hold your tongue, girl, and let me think of this 

uginess, if I can.” 

She put her hands to her forehead, clasping her slender 
fingers across her brow, as if she would have controlled the 
action of her brain by their convulsive pressure. 

“Robert Audley is with your husband,” she said slowly, 
speaking to herself rather than to her companion. “ Those two 
men are together, and there are bailiffs in the house, and your 
brutal husband is no doubt brutally drunk by this time, and 
brutally obstinate and ferocious in his drunkenness. If I refuse 
to pay this money his ferocity will be multiplied by a hundred- 
fold. There’s little use in discussing the matter. The money 
must be paid.” 

“ But if you do pay it, my lady,” said Phoebe, very earnestly, 
“TI hope you will impress upon Luke that it is the last. money 
you will ever give him while he stops in that house.” 

“ Why?” asked Lady Audley, letting her hands fall on her 
lap, and looking inquiringly at Mra. Marks. 

“ Because I want Luke to leave the Castle.” 

“ But why do you want him to leave P ” 

“ Oh, for ever so many reasons, my lady,” answered Phoebe 
“ He’s not fit to be the landlord of a public-house. I didn’t 
know that when I married him, or I would have gone against 
the pusiness, and tried to persuado him to take to the farming 
line. Not that I suppose he’d have given up his own fancy, 
though, either; for he’s obstinate enough, as you know, my 
lady. He’s not fit for his present business, though. He’s 
scarcely ever sober after dark, and when he’s drunk he gets 
almost wild, and doesn’t seem to know what he-does. We've 
had two or three narrow escapes with him already.” 

“ Narrow escapes!” repeated Lady Audley. ‘“ What do you 
mean ? ” 

“ Why, we’ve run the risk of being burnt in our beds through 
his carelessness.” 

“Burnt in your beds through his carelessness! Why, how 
was that?” asked my lady, rather listlessly. She was too 
selfish, and too deeply absorbed in her own troubles, to taka 
much interest in any danger which had befallen her sometime 
lady’s-maid. 

“You know what a queer old place the Castle is, my lady; 
all tumble-down wood-work, and rotten rafters, and such like, 
The Chelmsford Insurance Company won’t insure it, for they 
say if the place did happen to catch fire upon a windy night it 
would blaze away like so much tinder, and nothing in the world 
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could save it. Well, Luke knows this, and the landlord has 
warned him of it times and often, for he lives close against us, 
and he keeps a pretty sharp eye upon all my husband’s goings- 
on; but when Luke’s tipsy he doesn’t know what he’s about, 
and only a week ago he left a candle burning in one of the out- 
houses, and the flame caught one of the rafters of the sloping 
roof, and if it hadn’t been for me finding it out when I went 
round the house the last thing, we might have all been burnt tu 
death. And that’s the third time the same kind of thing has 
happened in the six months we’ve had the place, and you can’t 
wonder that I’m frightened; can you, my lady? ” 

My lady had not wondered, she had not thought about the 
business at all. She had scarcely listened to these common: 
place details; why should she care for this low-born waiting- 
woman’s perils and troubles? Had she not her own terrors, 
her own soul-absorbing perplexities to usurp every thought ot 
which her brain was capable ? 

She did not make any remark upon that which poor Phoebe had 
just told her: she scarcely comprehended what had been said, 
antil some moments after the girl had finished speaking, when 
the words assumed their full meaning, as some words do two or 
three minutes after they have been heard without being heeded. 

“ Burnt in your beds!” said my lady, at last. “It would 
have been a good thing for me if that precious creature, your 
husband, had been burnt in his bed before to-night.” 

A vivid picture flashed upon her as she spoke. The picture of 
that frail wooden tenement, the Castle Inn, reduced to a roofless 
chaos of lath and plaster, vomiting flames from its black mouth 
and spitting sparks of fire upward towards the cold night sky. 

She gave a weary sigh as she dismissed this image from her 
restless brain. She would be no better off even if this enemy 
should be for ever silenced. She had another and far more 
dangerous foe—a foe who was not to be bribed or bought off, 
though she had been as rich as an empress. 

“ I give you the money to send this bailiff away,” my lady 
said, after a pause. “ I must give you the last sovereign in m 
urse, but what of that? You know as well as I do that 

are not refuse you.” 

Lady Audley rose and took the lighted lamp from her writing. 
table. “The money is in my dressing-room,” she said; “I will 
go and fetch it.” 

“Oh, my lady,” exclaimed Phebe, suddenly. “TI forgot 
something; I was in such a way about this business that I 
quite forgot it.” 

“ Quite forgot what P ” 

“A letter that was given me to bring to you, my lady, just 
before I left home.” 
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# What letter P ” 

& À letter from Mr. Audley. He heard my husband mention 
ea I was coming down here, and he asked me to carry this 

tter,” 

Lady Audley set the lamp down upon the table nearest te 
her, and held out her hand to receive tes letter. Phoebe Marks 
could scarcely fail to observe that the little jewelled hand shook 
like a leaf. : 

“ Give it me—give it me!” cried my lady; “let me see what 
more he has to say.” 

She almost snatched the letter from Phœbe’s hand in her 
impatience. She tore open the envelope and flung it from her ; 
she could scarcely unfold the sheet of note-paper in her eager 
excitement. 

The letter was very brief. It contained only these words :— 

“ Should Mrs. George Talboys really have survived the date 
of her supposed death, as recorded in the public prints, and 
upon the tombstone in Ventnor churchyard, and should she 
exist in the person of the lady suspected and accused by the 
writer of this, there can be no great difficulty in finding some 
one able and willing to identify her. Mrs. Barkamb, the owner 
of North Cottages, Wildernsea, would no doubt consent to 
throw some light upon this matter, either to dispel a delusion 
or to confirm a suspicion. 

“ROBERT AUDLEY. 
“March 8rd, 1859, 
“The Castle Inn, Mount Stanning.” 


My lady crushed the letter fiercely in her hand, and flung it 
from her into the flames. 

“Tf he stood before me now, and I could kill him,” she said, 
in a strange inward whisper, “I would do it—I would do it!” 
She snatched up the lamp and rushed into the adjoiming room. 
She shut the door behind her. She could not endure any 
witness of her horrible despair—she could endure nothing ; 
neither herself nor her surroundings. 





CHAPTER XXXIII. 


THE RED LIGHT IN THE SKY. 


Tue door between my lady’s dressing-room and the bed-chamber 
in which Sir Michael lay had been left open, The baronet 
slept peacefully, his noble face plainly visible in the subdued 
lamplight. His breathing was low and regular, his lips curved 
in a half smile—a smile of tender happiness which he often 
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wore when he looked at his beautiful wife, the smile of an all. 
indulgent father who looks admiringly at his favourite child. 

Some touch of womanly feeling, some sentiment of compas- 
sion, softened Lady Audley’s glance as it fell upon that noble 
reposing figure. For a moment the horrible egotism of her 
own misery yielded to her pitying tenderness for another. It 
was perhaps only a semi-selfish tenderness after all, in which 
pity for herself was as powerful as pity for her husband; but 
for once in a way, her thoughts ran out of the narrow groove 
of he: owa terrors and her own troubles to dwell with prophetic 
grief upon the coming sorrows of another. a4 
Ps a as make him believe, how wretched he will be,” she 

ought. 

But intermingled with that thought there was another—there 
was the thought of her lovely face, her bewitching manner, her 
arch smile, her low musical laugh, which was like a peal of 
silvery bells ringing across a broad river in the misty summer 
evening. She thought of all these things with a transient thrill 
of triamph, which was stronger even than her terror. 

If Sir Michael Audley lived to be a hundred years old, what- 
ever he might learn to believe of her, however he might grow to 
despise her, would he ever be able to disassociate her from these 
attributes? No; a thousand times, no. To the last hour of 
his life his memory would present her to him invested with the 
loveliness that had first won his enthusiastic admiration, his 
devoted affection. Her worst enemies could not rob her of that 
‘airy dower which had been so fatal in its influence upon her 
frivolous mind. 

She paced up and down the dressing-room in the silvery lamp: 
light, pondering upon the strange letter which ehe had received 
from Robert Audley. She walked backwards and forwards for 
some time before she was able to steady her thoughts—before 
she was able to bring the scattered forces of her narrow intellect 
to bear upon the one all-important subject of the threat con- 
tained in the barrister’s letter. 

“He will do it,” she said, between her set teeth; “ he will do 
it, unless I get him into a lunatic asylum first; or unless ——” 

She did not finish the thought in words. She did not even 
think out the sentence; but some new and unnatural pulse in 
aa heart seemed to beat out each separate syllable against Ler 
will.” 

The thought was this: “ He will do it, unless some strange 
calamity befalls him and silences him for ever.” Thered blood 
flashed up into my lady’s face with as sudden and transient a — 
blaze as the flickering flame of a fire, and died as suddenly 
away, leaving her paler than winter snow. Her hands, which 
had before been locked convulsively together, fell apart and 
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drupped heavily at her siles. She stopped in her rapid pacing 
to and fro—stopped as Lot’s wife may have stopped, after that 
fatal backward glance at the perishing city, with every pulse 
slackening, with every drop of blood congealing in her veins in 
the terrible process that was to transform her from a woman 
into a statue. 
Lady Audley stood still for about five minutes in {hat 
| strangely stataesque attitude, her nead erect, her eyes starirg 
straight before her—staring far beyond the narrow boundary of 
ker chamber wall, into dark distances of visionary herror. 
But, by-and-by, she started from that rigid attitude almost as 

abruptly as she had fallen into it. She roused herself from that d 

semi-lethargy, and walked rapidly to her dressing-table, and 

seating herself before it, pushed away the litter of golden. 

stoppered bottles, and delicate china essence-boxes, and looked 

lien reflection in the large oval glass. She was very pale; 

but there was no other trace of agitation visible in her girlish 

‘face. The lines of her exquisitelv-znoulded lips were so beautiful, 

that it was only a very close observer who could have perceived 
a certain rigidity that was unusual to them. She saw this 
herself, and tried to smile away that statue-like immobility; 
but to-night the rosy lips refused to obey her, they were firmly 
locked, and were no longer the slaves of her will and pleasure. 

All the latent forces of her character concentrated themselves 

in this one feature. She might command her eyes; but she 

could not control the muscles of her mouth. She rose froma hi 
before her dressing-table and took a dark velvet cloak and 
bonnet from her wardrobe, and dressed herself for walking. 
The little ormolu clock on the chimney-piece struck the quarter 
after eleven while Lady Audley was employed in this manner; 
five minutes afterwards, she re-entered the room in which she 
had left Phosbe Marks. 

The innkeeper’s wife was sitting before the fire very much in 
the same attitude as that in which her late mistress had brooded 
over that lonely hearth earlier in the evening. Phoebe had 
replenished the grate, and had re-assumed her bonnet and shawL 
She was anxious to get home to that brutal husband, who was 
_only\too apt to fall into some mischief in her absence. She 

looked up as Lady Audley entered the room, and uttered an 
exclamation of surprise on seeing her mistress in walking 
a y costume. 

* “ My lady,” she cried, “you are not going out to-night?” 
ue : “Yes, I am, Phoebe,” Lady Audley answered, Nips etn à 
#4 ag “T am going to Mount Stanning with you, to see thi 





8 bailiff, e 
and to pay and dismiss him myself.” ; ie 
QE Si “But, my lady, you forget what the time is; you can’t ga © 


gut at such ar hour.” 
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Lady Audley did not answer. She stood with her fingera 
resting lightly upon the handle of the bell, meditating quietly. 
“The stables are always locked, and the men in bed by ten 
o’clock,”” she murmured, “when we are at home. It will make 
a terrible hubbub to get a carriage ready; but yet I dare say 
one of the servants could manage the matter quietly for me.” 

“But why should you go to-night, my lady?” cried Phoebe 
Marks. “To-morrow will do quite as well. À week hence will 
do as well. Our landlord would take the man away if he had 
your promise to settle the debt.” 

Lady Audley took no notice of this interruption. She went 
hastily into the dressing-room, and flung off her bonnet and 
cloak, and then returned to the boudoir, in her simple dinner 
costume, with her curls brushed carelessly away from her face. 
“Now, Phosbe Marks, listen to me,” said she, grasping her 
confidante’s wrist, and speaking in a low, earnest voice, but with 
a certain imperious air that challenged contradiction, and com- 
manded obedience. 

“ Listen to me, Phoebe,” she said: “I am going to the Castle 
Inn to-night; whether it is early or late is of very little con- 
sequence to me; I have set my mind upon going, and I shall 
go. You have asked me why, and I have told you. I am 
going in order that I may pay this debt myself, and that I may 
see for myself that the money I give is applied to the purpose 
for which I give it. There is nothing out of the common course 
of life in my doing this. I am going to do what other women 
in my position very often do. I am going to assist a favourite 
servant.” 

“But it’s getting on for twelve o’clock, my lady,” pleaded 
Phoebe. 

Lady Audley frowned impatiently at this interruption. 

“If my going to your house to pay this man should he 
known,” she continued, still retaining her hold of Phoœbe’s 
wrist, “Iam ready to answer for my conduct: but I would 
rather that the business should be kept quiet. I think that J 
can leave this house and return to it without being seen by any 
living creature, if you will do as I tell you.” 

“T will do anything that you wish, my lady,” answered 
Phoebe, submissively. 

“Then you will wish me good night preæntly, when my 


‘maid comes into the room, and you will suffer her to show you 


out of the house. You will cross the courtyard and wait for 
me in the avenue upon the other side of the archway. It may 
be half an hour before I am able to join you, for I must not 
leave my room till the servants have all gone to bed; but you 
may wait for me patiently, for come what may, I will join you.” 


Lady Audley’s face was no longer pala An unnaturil 











The Red Light in the Sky. 241 


crimson spot burned in the centre of each rounded cheek, and 
en unnatural lustre gleamed in her great blue eyes. She spoke 
with an unnatural clearness, and an unnatural rapidity. She 
had altogether the appearance and manner of a person who has 
yielded to the dominant influence of some overpowering excite- 
ment. Phoebe Marks stared at her late mistress in mute bewil- 
derraent. She began to fear that my lady was going mad. 

The bell which Lady Audley rang was answered by the smart 
lady’s-maid, who wore rose-coloured ribbons and black silk 
gowns, and other adornments which were unknown in the goud 


' old days when servants wore linsey-woolsey. 


“T did not know that it was so late, Martin,” said my lady, 
in that gentle tone which always won for her the willing service 
of her inferiors. “I have been talking with Mrs. Marks, and 
have let the time slip by me. I shan’t want anything to-night, 
80 you may go to bed when you please.” 

“Thank you, my lady,” answered the girl, who looked very 
sleepy, and had some difficulty in repressing a yawn even in her 
mistress’s presence, for the Audley household usually kept very 
early hours. “Id better show Mrs. Marks out, my lady, 
hadn’t I,” asked the maid, ‘ before I go to bed?” 

“Oh, yes, to be sure, you can let Phosbe out. Al the other 
servants have gone to bed, then, I suppose? ” 

“Yes, my lady.” 

Lady Audley laughed as she glanced at the timepiece. 

“We have been terribly dissipated up here, Phoebe,” she said. 
ge night. You may tell your husband that his rent shall 

paid.” 

“Thank you very much, my lady, and good night,” mur- 
mured Phoebe, as she backed out of the room, followed by the 
lady’s-maid. 

ady Audley listened at the door, waiting till the muffled 
sound of their footsteps died away in the octagon chamber and 
on the carpeted staircase. 

“ Martin sleeps at the top of the house,” she said, “ ever so 
far away from this room. ten minutes I may safely make 
my \escape.” 

She went back into her dressing-room, and put on her cloak 
and bonnet for the second time. The unnatural colour still 
burnt like a flame in her cheeks, the unnatural light still glit- 
tered in her eyes. The excitement which she was under held 
ter in so strong a spell that neither her mind nor her body 
seemed to have any consciousness of fatigue. No description, 
however prolonged or verbose, could reproduce a tithe of her 
thoughts or her sufferings. She suffered agonies that would fill 
elosely-printed volumes, bulky with a thousand pages, in that 
ane horrible night. She underwent vol mes of anguish, and 
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doubt, and perplexity ; sometimes repeating the same chapters 
of her torments over and over again; sometimes hurrying 
through a thousand pages of her misery without one pause, with- 
out one moment of breathing time. She stood by the low fender 
in her boudoir, watching the minute-hand of the clock, and 
waiting till it should be time for her to leave the house in safety. 

“I will wait ten minutes,” she said, “not a moment beyond, 
before I enter upon my new peril.” 

She listened to the wild roaring of the March wind, which 
seemed to have risen with the stillness and darkness of the 
night. 

The hand upon the dial slowly made its inevitable way to the 
figures which told that the ten minutes were past. It was 
exactly a quarter to twelve when my lady took her lamp in her 
hand, and stole softly from the room. Her footfall was as light 
as that of some graceful wild animal, and there was no fear of 
that elastic tread awakening any echo upon the carpeted stone 
corridors and staircase. She did not pause until she reached 
the vestibule upon the ground floor. Several doors opened out 
of this vestibule, which was octagon, like my lady’s ante- 
chamber. One of these doors led into the library, and it was 
this door which Lady Audley opened softly and cautiously. 

To have attempted to leave the house secretly by any of the 
principal outlets would have been simple madness, for the 
housekeeper herself superintended the barricading of the doors, 
back and front. The secrets of the bolts, and bars, and 
chains, and bells which secured these doors, and provided for 
the safety of Sir Michael Audley’s plate-room, the door of 
which was lined with sheet-iron, were known only to the ser- 
vants who had to deal with them. But although all these 
precautions were taken with the principal entrances to the 
citadel, a wooden shutter and a slender iron bar, light enough 
to be lifted by a child, were’ considered sufficient safeguard for 
the French window which opened out of the breakfast-room 
on to the smooth turf of the courtyard. 

It was by this outlet that Lady Audley meant to make her 
escape. She could easily remove the bar and unfasten the 
shutter, and she might safely venture to leave the window ajar 
while she was absent. There was little fear of Sir Michael's 
awaking for some time, as he was a heavy sleeper in the earlier 


part of the night, and had slept more heavily than usual since 


bis illness. 

Lady Audley crossed the library, and opened the door of 
the breakfast-room which communicated with it. This latter 
apartment was one of the modern additions to the Court It 
was a simple, cheerful chamber, with brightly-papered walls 
and pretty maple furniture, and was more occupied by Alicia 
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fnan any one else. The paraphernalia of that young lady’s 
favourite pursuits were scattered about the room—drawing 
materials, unfinished scraps of work, tangled skeins of silk, 
and all the other tokens of a careless damsel’s presence; while 
Miss Audley’s picture—a pretty crayon sketch of a rosy-faced 
hoyden in a riding habit and hat—hung over the quaint 
Wedgwood ornaments on the chiraney-piece. My lady looked 
upon these familiar objects with scornful hatred flaming in her 
vlue eyes. 

“How glad she will be if any disgrace befalls me,” she 
mage “how she will rejoice if I am driven out of this 

ouse!” 

Lady Audley set the lamp men a table near the fireplace. 
She removed the iron bar and the light wooden shutter, and 
then opened the window. The March night was black and 
woonless, and a gust of wind blue in upon her, filling the room 
Se its chilly breath, and extinguishing the lamp upon the 

ble. 

“No matter,” my lady muttered, “I could not have left it 
burning. I shall know how to find my way through he house 
when I come back. I have left all the doors ajar.” 

She stepped quickly out upon the smooth gravel, and closed 
the window behind her very carefully. She was afraid lest that 
treacherous wind should blow-to the door opening into the 

| library, and thus betray her. 

| She was in the quadrangle now, with that chill wind srveeping 
against her, and swirling her silken garments round het with a 
shrill rustling noise, like the whistling of a sharp breeze «ainst 
the sails of a yacht. She crossed the quadrangle and looked 
back—looked back for a moment at the firehght gleaming 
through the rosy-tinted curtains in her boudoir, and the dim 
gleam of the lamp behind the oriel window in the room where 
Sir Michael Audley lay asleep. 

|: “T feel as if I were running away,” she thought. “T feel 

if I were running away secretly in the dead of the might, : 
lose myself and be forgotten. Perhaps it would be wiser 14 
me to run away, to take this man’s warning, and escape out of 
his power for ever. If I were to run away and disappear—as 
George Talboys disappeared? But where could I go? What 





* 2 would become of me? I have no money: my jewels are not 
i worth five hundred pounds, now that I have got rid of the best 
* art of them. What could Ido? I must go back to the old 
«© ife, the old, hard, cruel, wretched life—the life of poverty, and 


pumiliation, and vexation, and discontent. I should have to go 
back and wear myself out in that long struggle, and die—as my 
mother died, perhaps.” 

My lady stood still for a moment on the smooth lawn between 
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the quadrangle and the archway, with her head drooping upoa 
her breast, and her hands locked together, debating this ques- 
jion in the unnatural activity of her mind. Her attitude 
‘eflected the state of that mind—it expressed irresolution and 
verplexity. But presently a sudden change came over her; 
she lifted her head—lifted it with an air of defiance and 
determination. 

“No, Mr. Robert Audley,” she sad aloud, in a low, clear, 
voice; “I will not go back—I will not go back. If the struggle 
petween us is to be a duel to the death, you shall not find me 
drop my weapon.” 

She walked with a firm and rapid step under the archway. 
As she passed under that massive arch, it seemed as if she 

isappeared into some black gulf that had been yawning to 

receive her. The stupid clock struck twelve, and the solid 
masonry seemed to vibrate under its heavy strokes, as Lady 
Audley emerged upon the other side, and jomed Phoebe Marks, 
who had waited for her late mistress very near the gateway of 
the Court. 

“Now, Phœbe,” she said, “it is three miles from here to 
Mount Stanning, is it not P” 

“Yes, my lady.” 

“Then we can walk it in an hour?” 

Lady Audley had not stopped to say this: she was walking 
-wickly along the avenue with her humble companion by her 
aide. Fragile and delicate as she was in appearance, she was a 
very good walker. She had been in the habit of taking long 
“oun .y rambles with Mr. Dawson’s children in her old days 
of dependence, and she thought very little of a distance of three 

ailes. 
“Your delightful husband will sit up for you, I suppose, 
PhosbeP” she said, as they struck across an open field that was 
used as a short cut from Audley Court to the high road. 

“Oh, yes, my lady; he’s sure to sit up. He'll be drinking 
~ith the man, I dare say.” 

“The man! What man?” 

# The’man’s that’s in possession, my lady.” 

“ Ah! to be sure,” said Lady Audley, indifferently. 

It was strange that Phcebe’s domestic troubles should seem 
so very far away from her thoughts at the time she was taking 
such an extraordinary step towards setting things right at ths 
Castle Inn. 

The two women crossed the field and turned into the high 
road. The way to Mount Stanning was very hilly, and the 
jong road looked black and dreary in the dark night; but m 
lady walked on with a desperate courage, which was no normæ 
constituent in her selfish, sensuous nature, but an unwonted 
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force engendered of despair. She did not speak again to her 
companion until they were close to the glimmering lights at the 
top of the hill, one of which village lights, gleaming redly 
through a crimson curtain, marked the particular window 
behind which it was likely that Luke Marks sat nodding drowsi 
over his liquor, and waiting for the coming of his wife. 

“He has not gone to bed, Phebe,” said my lady, eagerly. 
“But there is no other light burning at the mn. I suppose 
Mr. Audley is in bed and asleep?” 

“Yes, my lady, I suppose so.” 

“You are sure he was going to stay at the Castle to-night?” 

“Oh, yes, my lady. I helped the girl to get his room ready 
before I came away.” 

The wind, boisterous everywhere, was shrillest and most 
pitiless in the neighbourhood of that bleak hill-top upon which 
the Castle Inn reared its rickety walls. The cruel blasts danced 
wildly round that frail erection. They disported themselves 
with the shattered pigeon-house, the broken weathercock, the 
loose tiles, and unshapely chimneys; they rattled at the window 

anes, and whistled in the crevices: they mocked the feeble 
uilding from foundation to roof, and battered and banged and 
tormented it in their fierce gambols, watil it trembled and rocked 
with the force of their rough play. 

Mr. Luke Marks had not troubled himself to secure the door 
of ‘nis awelling-house before sitting down to drink with the man 
who held provisional possession of his goods and chattels. 
The landlord of the Castle Inn was a lazy, sensual brute, who 
had no higher sentiment in his mind than a selfish concern for 
his own enjoyments, and a virulent hatred of anybody who 
stood in the way of his gratification. 

Phoebe pushed open hs door with her hand, and went inte 
the house, followed by my lady. The gas was flaïing in the 
bar, and smoking the low, plastered ceiling. The door of the 
bar-parlour was half open, and Lady Audley heard the brutal 
laughter of Mr. Marks as she crossed the threshold of the inn. 

T’l] tell him you’re here, my lady,” whispered Phoebe to her 
late mistress. “I know he'll be tipsy. You—you won't be 
offended, my lady, if he should say anything rude. You know 
it wasn’t my wish that you should come.” 

“Yes, yes,” answered Lady Audley, impatiently. “I know 
that. What should I care for his rudeness? Let him say 
what he likes.” 

Phoebe Marks pushed open the parlour door, leaving my lady 
in the bar close behind her. 

Luke sat with his clumsy legs stretched out upon the hearth, 
with a glass of gin-and-water in one hand, and the poker in thy 
other. He had just thrust the poker into a great heap of black 
















Lady Audtey’s Secret. 


coals, and was shattering them to make a blaze, when his wife 
appeared upon the threshold of the room. 

He snatched the poker from between the bars, and made a 
half-drunken, half-threatening motion with it as he saw her. 

‘So you’ve condescended to come home at last, ma’am,” he 
said; “I thought you was never coming no more.” 

He spoke in a thick and drunken voice, and was by no means 
too intelligible. He was steeped to the very lips in alcohol. 
His eyes were dim and watery; his handy were unsteady; his 
voice was choked and muffled with drink. A brute, even when 
most sober; a brute, even when on his best behaviour; he 
was ten times more brutal in his drunkenness, when the few 
restraints which held his ignorant, every-day brutality in 
check were flung aside in the insolent recklessness of intoxica- 
tion, 

“I—Tve been longer than I intended to be, Luke,” Phoebe 
answered, in her most conciliatory manner; “but I’ve seen 
my lady, and she’s been very kind, and—and she’ll settle this 
business for us.” 

“She’s been very kind, has she?” muttered Mr. Marks, with 
a drunken laugh; “thank her for nothing. I know the vally 
of her kindness. She’d be oncommon kind, I dessay, if she 
warn’t obligated to be it.” 

The man in possession, who had fallen into a maudlin and 
semi-unconscious state of intoxication upon about a third of 
the liquor that Mr. Marks had consumed, only stared in feeble 
wonderment at his host and hostess. He sat near the table. 
Indeed, he had hooked himself on to it with his elbows, as a 
safeguard against sliding under it, and he was making inane 
attempts to light his pipe at the flame of a guttering tallow 
candle near him. 

“My lady has promised to settle the business for us,” Phoebe 
repeated, without noticing Luke’s remarks; she knew her hus- 
band’s dogged nature well enough by this time to know that it 
was worse than useless to try to stop him from doing or saying 
anything which his own stubborn will led him to do or say; 
pets she’s come down here to see about it to-night, Luke,” she 

ed. 

The poker dropped from the landlord’s hand, and fell clat- 
tering amongst the cinders on the hearth. 

“My Lady Audley come here to-night?” he said. 

“Yes, Luke.” 

My lady appeared upon the threshold of the door as Phoebe 
spoke. 

Pa Yes, Luke Marks,” she said, “I have some to pay this 
an, and to send him about his business.” 

Lady Audley said these words in a strange semi-mechanical 
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manner, very much as if she had learned the sen, ace by rote, 
and were repeating it without knowing what she said. 

Mr. Marks gave a discontented growl, and set his empty glasa 
down upon the table with an impatient gesture. 

“You might have given the money to Phoebe,” he gail, “as 
well as have brought it yourself. e don’t want no fine ladies 
up here, pryin’ and pokin’ their precious noses into everythink.” 

“Luke, Luke,” remonstrated Phosbe, “when my lady has been 
so kind!” 

“Oh, damn her kindness!” cried Mr. Marks; “it ain’t ha 
kindness as we want, gal, it’s her money. She won’t get no 
gnivellin’ gratitood from me. Whatever she does for us she 
does because she is obliged, and if she warn’t obligated she 
wouldn’t do it “ 

Tt is doubtful what Luke Marks might have gone on tw say 
if my Lady had not turned upon him suddenly, and awed him 
into silence by the unearthly glitter of her beauty. Her hair 
had been blown away from her face, and, being of a light, 
feathery quality, had spread itself into a tangled mass that 
surrounded her forehead like a yellow flame. There was another 
flame in her eyes—a greenish light, such as might flash from 
the changing-hued orbs of an angry mermaid. 

“Stop,” she cried, “I didn’t come up here in the dead of the 
night to listen to your insolence. How much is this debt RE 

“ Fourteen pound.” 

Lady Audley produced her purse—a toy of ivory, silver, and 
turquoise—and took from it a bank-note and four sovereigns. 
She laid these upon the table. 

“ Let that man give me a receipt for the money,” she said, 
“before I go.” 

Tt was some time before the man could be roused into sufficient 
consciousness for the performance of this simple duty, and it 
was only by dipping a pen into the ink and pushing it between 
his clumsy fingers, that he was at last made to comprehend 
that his autograph was wanted at the bottom of the receipt 
which had been made out by Phosbe Marks. Lady Audley took 
the document as soon as the ink was dry, and turned to leave 
the parlour. Phoebe followed her. 

“You must go home alone, my lady,” she said. “ You'll 
let me go with you?” 

“Yes, yes, you shall go home with me.” 

The two women were standing near the door of the inn as 
my lady said this. Phoebe stared wonderingly at her patroness. 
She had expected that Lady Audley would be in a hurry to 
return home after settling this business which she had capris 
ciously taken upon herself; but it was not so; my lady stood 
leaning against the inn door and staring into vacancy, az: À 
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again Mrs. Marks began to fear that trouble had driven her lata 
mistress mad. 

A little Dutch clock in the bar struck one while Lady Audley 
lingered in this irresolute, absent manner. 

She started at the sound and began to tremble violently. 

“J think I am going to faint, Phoebe,” she said; “ where can 
I get some cold water ?” 

“The pump is in the washhouse, my lady; l’ run and get 
you a glass of water.” 

“No, no, no,” cried my lady, clutching Phosbe’s arm as she 
was about to run away upon this errand, “TI’ll get it myself. I 
must dip my head in a basin of water if I want to save myself 
from fainting. In which room does Mr. Audley sleep ?” 

There was something so irrelevant in this question that 
Phoebe Marks stared aghast at her mistress before she an- 
swered it. 

“Tt was number three that I got ready, my lady—the front 
room—the room next to ours,” she replied, after that pause of 
astonishment. 

“ Give me a candle,” said my lady; “I'll go into your room 
to get some water for my head. Stay where you are,” she 
added authoritatively, as Phoebe Marks was about to show the 
way— stay where you are, and see that that brute of a hus- 
band of yours doesn’t follow me!” 

She snatched the candle which Phosbe had lighted from the 
we hand, and ran up the rickety, winding staircase which 
ed to the narrow corridor upon the upper floor. Five bed- 
rooms opened out of this low-ceilinged, close-smelling corridor. 
The numbers of these rooms were indicated by squat black 
figures painted upon the upper panels of the doors. Lady 
Audley had driven to Mount Stanning to inspect the house 
when she had bought the business for her servant’s bridegroom, 
and she knew her way about the dilapidated old place. She 
knew where to find Phcebe’s bedroom; but she stopped before 
the door of that other chamber which had been prepared for 
Mr. Robert Audley, 

She stopped and looked at the number on the door, The 
key was in the lock, and her hand dropped upon it as if un- 
consciously. Then she suddenly began to tremble again, as 
she had trembled a few minutes before at the striking of the 
clock. She stood for a few moments trembling thus, with her 
hand still upon the key; then a horrible expression came over 
her face, and she turned the key in the lock; she turned it 
twice, double-locking the door. 

There was no sound from within; the occupant of the cham: 
ber made no sign of having heard that ominous creaking of tha 
tosty key in the rusty lock, 
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Lady Audley hurried into the next room. She set the candle 
on the dressing-table, flung off her bonnet and slurg it loosely 
across her arm; she went to the washhand-stand aud filled the 
basin with water. She plunged her golden hair into this water, 
and then stood fora few moments in the centre of the room 
looking about her, with a white earnest face, and an eager gz@ 
that seemed to take in every object in the poorly furaished 
shamber. Phoœbe’s bedroom was certainly very shabbily fur- 
nished; she had been compelled to select all the most decent 
things for those best bed-rooms, which were set apart for any 
chance traveller who might stop for a night’s lodging at the 
Castle Inn. But Mrs. Marks had done her best to atone for the 
lack of substantial furniture in her apartment by a superabune 
dance of drapery. Crisp curtains of cheap chintz hung from 
the tent-bedstead; festooned draperies of the same material 
shrouded the narrow window, shutting out the light of day, and 
affording a pleasant harbour for tribes of flies and predatory 
bands of spiders. Even the looking-glass, a miserably cheap 
construction which distorted every face whose owner had the 
hardihood to look into it, stood upon a draperied altar of 
starched muslin and pink glazed calico, and was adorned with 
frills of lace and knitted ot 

My lady smiled as she looked at the festoons and furbelows 
which met her eye upon every side. She had reason, perhaps, 
to smile, remembering the costly elegance of her own apart- 
ments; but there was something in that sardonic smile which 
seemed to have a deeper meaning than any natural contempt 
for Phoœbe’s poor attempts at decoration. She went to the 
dressing-table and smoothed her wet hair before the looking- 
glass, and then put on her bonnet. She was obliged to place 
the flaming tallow candle very close to the lace furbelows about 
the glass before she could succeed in throwing any light on the 
dusky mirror; so close that the starched muslin seemed to draw 
the flame towards it by some power of attraction in its fragilc 
tissue. 


Phoebe waited anxiously by the inn-door for my lady’s coming. 
She watched the minute-hand of the little Dutch clock, wonder- 
ing at the slowness of its progress. It was only ten minutes 
past one when Lady Audley came down-stairs, with her bonnet 
on and her hair still wet, but without the candle. 

Phoebe was immediately anxious about this missing candle. 

“The light, my lady,” she said; “ you have left it up-stairs !” 

“The wind blew it out as I was leaving your room,” Lady 
Audley answered, quietly. “I left it there.” 

Gal my room. my lady P ” 

“Yes” 
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“ And it was quite outP” 

“Yes, I tell you; why de you worry me about your candle? 
It is past one o’clock. Come!” 

She took the girl’s arm, and haif-led, half-dragged her from 
the house. The conyulsive pressure of her slight hand held her 
companion as firmly as an iron vice could have held her. The 
fierce March wind banged-to the door of the house, and left the 
two women standing outside it. The long black road lay bleak 
ee desolate before them, dimly visible between the ‘leafless 

ges. 

À. walk of three miles’ length upon a lonely country road, be- 
tween the hours of one and two on a cold winter’s morning, is 
scarcely a pleasant task for a delicate woman—a woman whose 
inclinations lean towards ease and luxury. My lady hurried 
along the hard dry highway, dragging her companion with her as 
if she had been smpelled by some horrible demoniac force which 
knew no abatement. With the black night above them—with 
the fierce wind howling round them, sweeping across a broad 
expanse of hidden country, blowing as if it had arisen simul- 
taneously from every point of the compass, and making those 
wretched wanderers che focus of its ferocity—the two women 
walked through the darkness Lown the hill upon which Mount 
Stanning stood, along a mile and a half of flat road, and then 
up ancther hill, on the westerr side of which Audley Court lay 
in that sheltered valley, which seened to shut in the old house 
from all the clamour and huboub of the every-day world. 

My lady stopped upon the summit of this hill to draw breath 
and to clasp her hands upon her heart, in the vain hope that she 
might still its cruel beating. They were now within three quar- 
ters of a mile of the Court, and they had been walking for nearly 
an hour since they had left the Castle Inn. 

Lady Audley stopped to rest with her face still turned towards 
the place of her destination. Phœbe Marks, stopping also, and 
very glad of a moment’s pause in that hurried journey, looked 
back into the far darkness beneath which lay that dreary home 
in which she had known so much trouble. As she did so, she 
uttered a shrill cry of horror, and clutched wildly at Lady 
Audley’s cloak, 

The night sky was no longer entirely dark. The thick bleck- 
ness was broken by one patch of lurid light. 

“My lady! my lady!” cried Phoobe, pointing to this lurid 
patch, “do you see? ” 

“Yes, child, I see,” answered Lady Audley, trying to shake 
the clinging hands from her garments. “ What is the matter ?? 

“Tt is a fire !—a fire, my lady.” 

“Yes, I’m afraid it is a fire. At Brentwood most likely. Lei 
me go, Phœbe; it is nothing te ns.” 
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“Yes, yes, my lady, it’s nearer than Brentwood—much 
nearer; it’s at Mount Stanning.” 

Lady Audley did not answer. She was trembling again— 
with the cold, perhaps, for the wind had torn her heavy cloak 
away from her shoulders, and had left her slender figure exposed 
to the blast. 

“Its at Mount Stanning, my lady!” cried Phoebe Marks. 
“Its the Castle that’s on fire—I know it is, I knowitis! [I 
shought of fire to-night, and I was fidgety and uneasy, for I 
knew this would happen some day. I wouldn’t mind if it was 
only the wretched place, but there’ll be life lost; there’ll be life 
lost,” sobbed the girl, distractedly. ‘'There’s Luke, too tipsy 
to help himself, unless others help him; there’s Mr. Audley 
asleep——” 

Phoebe Marks stopped suddenly at the mention of Robert’a 
name, and fell upon oe knees, clasping her uplifted hands, and 
appealing wildly to Lady Audley. 

“Oh, my God!” she cried. “Say it’s not true, my lady; 
say it isn’t true. It’s too horrible, it’s too horrible, it’s tot 
horrible!” 

“ What’s too horrible P ” 

“The thought that’s inmy mind; the dreadful thought that’s 
in my mind.” 

“ What do you mean, girl?” cried my lady, fiercely. 

“Oh, God forgive me if I’m wrong!” the kneeling woman 

asped, in detached sentences, “ and God grant I may be! Why 
aid you go up to the Castle to-night, my lady? Why were you 
so seb on going, in spite of all I could say—you who are so bitter 
against Mr. Audley and against Luke, and who knew they were 
both under that roof? Oh, tell me that I do you a cruel wrong, 
my lady; tell me so-—tell me; for as there is a heaven above me, 
I think that you went to that place to-night on purpose to set 
fire to it. Tell me that I am wrong, my lady; tell me that Iam 
doing you a wicked wrong.” 

“J will tell you nothing except that you are a mad woman,” 
answered Lady Audley, in a cold, hard voice. “Get up, fool, 
idiot, coward! Is your husband such a precious bargain that 

ou should be grovelling there, lamenting and groaning for 

im? What is Robert udley to you, that you behave like a 


maniac, because yon think he is in danger? How do you know 
that the fire is at Mount Stanning? You see a red patch in the 
sky, and you ery out directly that your own paltry hovel is in 
flames; as if there were no place in the world that could burn 
except that. The fire may be at Brentwood, or farther away—at 
Romford, or still farther away; on the eastern side of London, 
perhaps. Get up, mad woman, and go back and look after yout 
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goods and chattels, and your husband and your lodger. Get up 
and go; I don’t want you!” 

“Oh, my lady, my lady, forgive me!” sobbed Phoœbe; 
“there’s nothing you can say to me that’s hard enough for 
having done yoy such a wrong, even in my thoughts. I don’t 
mind your cruel words—I don’t mind anything if I’m wrong.” 

“Go back and see for yourself,” answered Lady Audley, 
sternly. “I tell you again I don’t want you.” 

She walked away in the darkness, leaving Phosbe Marks still 
kneeling upon the hard road, where she had cast herself in that 
agony of supplication. Sir Michael’s wife walked towards the 
house in which her husband slept, with the red blaze lighting 
up the skies behind her, and with nothing but the blackness o 
the night before. 


CHAPTER XXXIV. 
THE BEARER OF THE TIDINGS. 


It was very late the next morning when Lady Audley 
emerged from her dressing-room, exquisitely dressed in a morn- 
ing costume of delicate muslin, elaborately adorned with lace 
and embroideries; but with a very pale face, and with half- 
circles of purple shadow under her eyes. She acccunted for this 
pale face and these hollow eyes by declaring that she had sat 
up reading until a late hour on the previous night. 

Sir Michael and his young wife breakfasted in the library 
at a comfortable round table, wheeled close to ie blazing fire. 
Alicia was compelled to share this meal with her step-mother, 
however she might avoid that lady in the long interval between 
breakfast and dinner. 

The March morning was bleak and dull, and a drizzling rain 
fell incessantly, obscuring the landscape. There were very few 
letters by the morning’s post; the daily newspapers did not 
arrive until noon; and such aids to conversation being missing, 
there was very little talk at the breakfast-table. 

Alicia looked out at the drizzling rain drifting against the 
broad window-panes. 

“No riding to-day,” she said; “and no chance of any callers 
to enliven us; unless that ridiculous Bob comes crawling through 
the wet from Mount Stanning.” 

Have you ever heard anybody, whom you knew to be dead, 
alluded to in a light, easy-going manner by another person who 
did not know of his death—alluded to as doing that or this— 
as performing some trivial every-day operation—when yoy 
knew that he had vanished away frera the face of this earth 
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and separated himself for ever from all living creatures and 
their commonplace pursuits, in the awful solemnity of death P 

Such a chance allusion, insignificant though it may be, is apt 
to send a strange thrill of pain through the mind. T e ignorant 
remark jars discordantly upon the hyper-sensitive brain; the 
King of Terrors is desecrated by that unwitting disrespect. 
Heaven knows what hidden reason my lady may have had for 
experiencing some such revulsion of feeling on the sudden 
mention of Mr. Audley’s name; but her pale face blanched. to 
a sickly white as Alicia Audley spoke of her cousin. 

“Yes, he will come down here in the wet, perhaps,” the 
oung lady continued, “with his hat sleek and shining as if it 
ad been brushed with a pat of fresh butter; and with white 

vapours steaming from his clothes, and making him look like 
an awkward genie just let out of his bottle. He will com 
down here and print impressions of his muddy boots all over 
the carpet, and he’ll sit on your Gobelin tapestry, my lady, in 
his wet overcoat; and he’ll abuse you if you remonstrate, and 
will ask why people have chairs that are not to be sat upon, 
and why you don’t live in Fig-tree Court, and——” 

Sir Michael Audley watched his daughter with a thoughtful 
countenance as she talked of her cousin. She very often talked 
of him, ridiculing him and inveighing against him in no very 
measured terms. But, perhaps, the baronet thought of a cer- 
tain Signora Beatrice who ver cruelly entreated a gentleman 
called Benedick, but who was, 1t may be, heartily in love with 
him at the same time. 





“ What do you think Major Melville told me when he called 


here yesterday, Alicia?” Sir Michael asked, presently. 

“T haven’t the remotest idea,” replied Alicia, rather disdain- 
fully. ‘Perhaps he told you that we should have another war 
with Russia before long, by Ged, sir; or, perhaps, he told you 
that we should have a new ministry, by Ged, sir, for that those 
fellows are getting themselves into a mess, sir; or that those 
other fellows were reforming this, and cutting down that, and 
altering the other in the army, until, by Ged, sir, we shall have 
no army at all, by-and-by—nothing but a pack of boys, sir, 
crammed up to the eyes with a lot of senseless schoolmasters’ 
rubbish, and dressed in shell-jackets and calico helmets. Yes, 
sir, they’re fighting in Oudh in calico helmets at this very day, 
sir.” 
“You're an impertinent minx, miss,” answered the baronet. 
“Major Melville told me nothing of the kind; but he told me 
that a very devoted admirer of yours, a certain Sir Harry 
Towers, has forsaken his place in Hertfordshire, and h ishunt- 
ing stable, and has gone on the Continent for a twelvemonth’s 
tour. 
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Miss Audley flushed up suddenly at the mention of her oM 
adorer, but recovered herself very quickly. 

“He has gone on the Continent, has heP” gaid she, indif- 
ferently. “He told me that he meant to do so—if—if he 
didn’t Le everything his own way. Poor fellow! he’s a dear, 
good-hearted, stupid creatute, an twenty times better than 
that peripatetic, patent refrigerator, Mr. Robert Audley.” 

“I wish, Alicia, you were not so fond of ridiculing Bob,” 
Sir Michael said, gravely. “Bob is a very good fellov, and 
Pm as fond of him as if he’d been my own son; and—and— 
I’ve been very uncomfortable about him lately. He has 
changed very much within the last few days, and he has taken 
all sorts of absurd ideas into his head, and my lady has alarmed 
me about him. She thinks ———” 

Lady Audley interrupted her husband with a grave shake of 
her head. 

“Tt is better not to say too much about it yet awhile,” she 
said; “ Alicia knows what I think.” 

“Yes,” rejoined Miss Audley, “my lady thinks that Bob is 
going mad; but I know better than that. He’s not at all the 
sort of person to go mad. How should such a sluggish ditch- 
pond of an intellect as his ever work itself into a tempest P 
He may moon about for the rest of his life, perhaps, in a 
tranquil state of semi-idiotcy, imperfectly comprehending who 
he is, and where he’s going, and what he’s doing; but he’ll 
never go mad.” 

Sir Michael did not reply to this. He had been very much 
disturbed by his conversation with my lady on the previous 
evening, dha had silently debated the painful question in his 
mind since that interview. 

His wife—the woman he best loved and most believed in— 
had told him, with all appearance of regret and agitation, her 
conviction of his nephew’s insanity. He tried in vain to arrive 
at the conclusion he wished most heartily to attain; he tried in 
vain to think that my lady was misled by her own fancies, and 
had no foundation for what she said. But then, again, it sud- 
denly flashed upon him, to think this was to arrive at a worse 
orion | it was to transfer the horrible suspicion from his 
nephew to his wife. She appeared to be possessed with an 
ecbual conviction of Robert’s insanity. To imagine her wrong 
was to imagine some weakness in her own mind. The longer he 
thought of the subject the more it harassed and perplexed him. 
It was most certain that the young man had always been eccen- 
tric. He was sensible, he was tolerably clever, he was honourable 
and gentlemanlike in feeling, though perhaps a little careless in 
the performance of certain minor social duties; but there were 
some slight differences, not easily to be defined, that separated 
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him from other men of his age and position. Then, again, it 
_ was equally true that he had very much changed within tha 

eriod that had succeeded the disappearance of George Talboys 
Fre had grown moody and thoughtful, melancholy and absent. 
minded. He had held himself aloof from society; had sat for hours 
without speaking ; had talked at other times by fits and starts ; 
and had excited himself unusually in the discussion of subjects 
which apparently lay far out of the region of his own life and 
interests. Then there was even another point which seemed to 
strengthen my lady’s case against this unhappy young man. 
He had been brought up in the frequent society of his cousin 
Alicia—his pretty, genial cousin—to whom interest, and one 
would have thought affection, naturally pointed as his most 
fitting bride. More than this, the girl had shown him, in the 
innocent guilelessness of a transparent nature, that, on her side 
at least, affection was not wanting; and yet, in spite of all thig 
he had held himself aloof, and had allowed other men to propose 
for her hand, and to be rejected by her, and had still made no 
sign. 

Now, love is so very subtle an essence, such an indefinable 
metaphysical marvel, that its due force, though very cruelly felt 
‘vy the sufferer himself, is never clearly understood by those wha 

20k on at his torments and wonder why he takes the common 
ever so badly. Sir Michael argued that because Alicia was a 
vretty girl and an amiable girl, it was therefore extraordinary 
and unnatural in Robert Audley not to have duly fallen in love 
with her. This baronet—who, close upon his sixtieth birthday 
nad for the first time encountered that one woman who out of 
all the women in’ the world had power to quicken the’ pulses 
of his heart—wondored why Robert failed to take the fever 
from the first breath of contagion that blew towards him. He 
forgot that there are men who go their ways unscathed amidst 
‘egions of lovely and generous women, to succumb at last before 
some harsh-featured virago, who knows the secret of that only 
philter which can intoxicate and bewitch him. He forgot that 
there are certain Jacks who go through life without meeting the 
special Jill appointed for them by Nemesis, and die old bachelors 
perhaps, with poor Jill pine an old maid upon the other side 
of the party-wall. He forgot that love, which is a madness, and 
à scourge, and a fever, and a delusion, and a snare is also a 
mystery, and very imperfectly understood by every one except 
the individual sufferer who writhes under its tortures. Jones, 
who is wildly enamoured of Miss Brown, andwho lies awake at 
night until he loathes his comfortable pillow and tumbles his 
rheets into two twisted rags of linen in his agonies, as if he were 
prisoner and wanted to wind them into impromptu ropes; this 
sume Jones, whe thinks Russell-square a magic place because his 
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divinity inhabits it; who thinks the trees in that enclosure and — 
the sky above it greener and bluer than any other trees or sky: 
and i feels a pang, yes, an actual pang, of mingled hope, and 
joy, and expectation, and terror, when he emerges from Guilford- 
street, descending from the heights of Islington, into those 
sacred precincts; this very Jones is hard and callous towards 
the torments of Smith, who adores Miss Robinson, and cannot 
imagine what the infatuated fellow can see in the girl. So it was 
with Sir Michael Audley. He looked at his nephew as a sample 
of a very large class of young men, and his daughter as a sample 
of an equally extensive class of feminine goods; and could not 
see why the two samples should not make a very respectable 
match. He ignored all those infinitesimal differences in nature 
which make the wholesome food of one man the deadly poison 
of another. How difficult it is to believe sometimes that a man 
doesn’t like such and such a favourite dish. If, at a dinner- 
party, a meek-looking guest refuses early salmon and cucumber, 
or green peas in February, we set him down as a poor relation 
whose instincts warn him off those expensive plates. If an 
alderman were to declare that he didn’t like green fat 
he would be looked upon as a social martyr, a Marcus 
Curtius of the dinner-table, who immolated himself for the 
benefit of his kind. His fellow aldermen would believe in any- 
thing rather than an heretical distaste for the city ambrosia of 
the soup tureen. But there are people who dislike salmon, and 
whitebait, and spring ducklings, and all manner of old-esta- 
blished delicacies, and there are other people who affect eccentric 
and despicable dishes generally stigmatized as nasty. 

Alas, my pretty Alicia, your cousin did not love you! He 
admired your rosy English“face, and had a tender affection 
for you which might perhaps have expanded by-and-by intc 
something warm enough for matrimony—that every-day jog-trot 
species of union which demands no very passionate devotion— 
but for a sudden check which it had received in Dorsetshire. 
Yes, Robert Audley’s growing affection for his cousin, a plant of 
very slow growth at the best, had been suddenly dwarfed and 
stunted upon that bitter February day on which he had stood 
beneath the pine-trees talking to Clara Talboys. Since that day 
the young man had experienced an unpleasant sensation in 
thinking of poor Alicia. He looked at her as being in some 
vague manner an incumbrance upon the freedom of his thoughts; 
he had a haunting fear that he was in some tacit way pledged te 
ner; that she had à species of claim upon him, which forbade to 
nim the right of even thinking of another woman. Perhaps it 
was the image of Miss Audley presented to him in this light 
that goaded the young barrister to those outbursts of splenetic 
“age against female sex into which he was sometimes 
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betrayed. He was strictly honoïrable, so honourable that he 
would rather have immolated himself upon the altar of truth 
and offered himself up as a matrimonial martyr to his cousin 
Alicia, than he would have done her the smallest wrong, thoug] 
by so doing he might have secured his own happiness. 

“Tf the poor little girl loves me,” he thought, “and if sh 
thinks that I love her, and has been led to think so by any woro 
or act of mine, I am in duty bound to let her think so to the 
end of time, and to fulfil any tacit promise which I may have 
unconsciously made. I thought once—I meant once to—to 
make her an offer by-and-by, when this horrible mystery about 
George Talboys should have been cleared up and everything 
peacefully settled—but now——” 

His thoughts would ordinarily wander away at this point of 
nis reflections, carrying him where he had never intended to go; 
carrying him back urder the pine-trees in Dorsetshire, and 
setting him once more ‘ace to face with the sister of his missin 
friend; and it was generally a very laborious journey by whic 
he travelled back to the point whence he had strayed. Tees so 
ilifficult for him to tear himself away from the stunted turf and 
the pine trees. 

“ Poor little girl!” he would think, on coming back to Alicia; 
“how good it is of her to love me; and how grateful I ought te 
be for her tenderness. How many fellows would think such a 
generous young heart the highest boon that earth could giva 
them. There’s Sir Harry Towers stricken with despair at hia 
rejection. He would give me half his estate, all his estate, twice 
his estate if he had it, to be in the shoes which I am so anxious 
to shake off my ungrateful feet. Why don’t I love her? Why 
is it that, although I know her to be pretty, and pure, and good, 
and truthful, I don’t love her? Her image never haunts me, 
except reproachfully. I never see her in my dreams. I never 
wake up suddenly in the dead of the night with her eyes shining 
upon me and her warm breath upon my cheek, or with the 
fingers of her soft hand clinging to mine. No, I’m not in love 
with her: I can’t fall in love with her.” 

He raged and rebelled against his ingratitude. He tried to 
argue himself into a passionate attachment for his cousin, but 
he failed ignominiously ; and the more he tried to think of Alicia 
the more he thought of Clara Talboys. 

Sir Michael sat by the library fire after breakfast upon this 
very wretched rainy morning, writing letters and reading the 
newspapers. Alicia shut herself in her own apartment to read 
the third volume of a novel. tady Audley locked the door of 
the octagon ante-chamber, and paced up and down the suite of 
rooms from the bedroom to the boudoir all through that weary 
morning. 

BR 
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She had locked the door to guard against the chance of any 
one coming in suddenly and observing her before she was aware 
—hbefore she had had sufficient warning to enable her to face 
their scrutiny. Her pale face seemed to grow paler as tha 
morning advanced. A tiny medicine chest was open upon the 
dressing-table, and little stoppered bottles of red lavender, 
gal volatile, chloroform, chlorodyne, and ether, were scattered 
about. Once my lady paused before this medicine-chest, and 
took out the remaining bottles, half absently perhaps, until 
she came to one which was filled with a thick dark liquid, and 
labelled, “ Opium—Poison.” 

She trifled a long time with this last bottle; holding it up to 
the light, and even removing the stopper and smelling the sickly 
liquid. But she put it from her suddenly with a shudder. 

“Tf I could!” she muttered, “if I could only do it! And 
yet why should I; now?” 

She clenched her small hands as she uttered the last words, 

and walked to the window of the dressing-room, which looked 
straight towards that ivied archway under which any one must 
come who came from Mount Stanning to the Court. 
. There were smaller gates in the gardens which led into the 
meadows behind the Court; but there was no other way of 
ming from Mount Stanning or Brentwood than by the principal 
intrance, 

The solitary hand of the clock over the archway was midway 
between one and two when my lady looked at it. 

“ How slow the time is,” she said, wearily; “how slow, how 
slow! Shall I grow old like this, I wonder, with every minute 
of my life seeming like an hour P ” 

She stood for a few minutes watching the archway; but no 
one passed under it while she looked; and she turned im: 

atiently away from the window to resume her weary wander. 
ing about the rooms. 
atever fire that had been, which had reflected itself vividly 
in the black sky, no tidings of it had as yet come to Audley 
Court. The day was miserably wet and windy; altogether th 
very last day upen which even the most confirmed idler an 
ossip would care to venture outof doors. It was not a marke 

y, and there were therefore very few passengers ‘upon t . 
road between Brentwood and Chelmsford; so that as yet no 
news of the fire, which had occurred in the dead of the wintry 
night, had reached the village of Audley, or travelled from the 
village to the Court. 

The girl with the rose-coloured ribbons came to the door at 
tho ante-room to summon her mistress to luncheon; but Lady 
Audley only opened the door a little way, and intimated her 
intention of taking no luncheon. . 
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“My head aches terribly, Martin,” she said; “ I shall go 
and lie down till dinner-time. You may come at five ta 
dress me.” 

Lady Audley said this with the pre-determination of dressing 
at four and thus dispensing with the services of her attendant. 
Amongst all pue spies, a lady’s-maid has the highest 
privileges. It is she who bathes Lady Theresa’s eyes with 
eau-de-cologne after her ladyship’s quarrel with the viscount : 
tis she who adminsters sal volatile to Miss Fanny when Captain 
Beaudesert, of the Blues, has jilted her. She has a hundred 
methods for the finding out of her mistress’s secrets. She 
knows by the manner in which her victim jerks her head from 
under the hair-brush, or chafes at the gentle operation of the 
comb, what hidden tortures are racking her breast—what secret 

erplexities are bewildering her brain. That well-bred attendant 
snows how to interpret the most obscure diagnoses of all mental 
diseases that can afilict her mistress; she knows when the ivory 
complexion is bought and paid for—when the pearly teeth are 
foreign substances fashioned by the dentist—when the glossy 
plaits of auburn hair are the relics of the dead, rather than the 
property of the living; and she knows other and more sacred 
secrets than these. She knows when the sweet smile is more 
false than Madame Levison’s enamel, and far less enduring— 
when the words that issue from between gates of borrowed 
pearl are more disguised and onitirg than the lips which help 
to shape them. When the lovely fairy of the ball-room re- 
enters her dressing-room after the night’s long revelry, and 
throws aside her voluminous Burnous and her faded bouquet, 
and drops her mask—when all the glittering splendours of the 
modern Cinderella fade and dwindle into the kitchen-wench’s 
dirty rags, the lady’s-maid is by to see the transformation. 
he valet who took wages from the prophet of Korazin, must 
have seen his master sometimes unveiled; and must have 
laughed in his sleeve at the folly of the monster’s worshippers. 

Lady Audley had made no confidante of her new maid, and 
on this day of all others she wished to be alone. 

She did lie down, she cast herself wearily upon the luxurious 
sofa in the dressing-room, and buried her face in the down 
pillows and tried to sleep. Sleep!—she had almost forgotten 
what it was, that tender restorer of tired nature, it seemed 
so long now since she had slept. It was only about eight- 
‘end-forty houre, perhaps, but it appeared an intolerable time. 
Her fatigue ot the night before, and her unnatural excitement, 
had worn her out at last. She did fall asleep; she fell into 
a heavy slumber that was almost like stupor. She 


lying down. 


had taken a, 
sew drops out of the opium bottle in a glass of water before 
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The clock over the mantel-piece chimed the quarter before 
four as she woke suddenly and started up, with the cold perspira- 
tion breaking out in icy drops upon her forehead. She had 
dreamt that every member of the household was clamouring at 
her door, eager to tell her of a dreadful fire that had happened 
in the night. 

There was no sound but the flapping of the ivy leaves against 
the glass, and the steady ticking of the clock. 

. Perhaps I shall be always ‘dreaming these sort of dreama,” 
my lady thought, “until the terror of them kills me!” 

The rain had ceased, and the cold spring sunshine waa 
glittering upon the windows. Lady Audley dressed herself 
rapidly but carefully. [ do not say that even in her supremest 
hour of misery she still retained her pride in her beauty. 
It was not so; she looked upon that beauty as a weapon. 
and she felt that she had now double need to be well armed. 
She dressed herself in her most gorgeous silk; a voluminous 
robe of silvery, shimmering blue, in which she looked as if she 
had been arrayed in moonbeams. She shook out her hair 
into feathery showers of glittering gold; and with a cloak of 
white cashmere about her shoulders, went down-stairs into the 
vestibule. 

She opened the door of the library and looked in. Sir Michael 
Audley was,asleep in his easy-chair. As my lady softly closed 
this door, Alicia descended the stairs from her own room. The 
turret-door was open, and the sun ag! shining upon the wet 
grass-plat in the quadrangle. The firm gravel- walks were 
already very nearly dry, for the rain had ceased for upwards of 

two hours. 

“Will you take a walk with me in the quadrangle?” Lady 
Audley asked, as her step-daughter approached. The armed 
weutrality between the two women admitted of any chance 
civility such as this. 

“Yes, if you please, my lady,” Alicia answered, rather list- 
lessly. “ I have been yawning over a stupid novel all the morning, 
and shall be very glad of a little fresh air. 

Heaven help the novelist whose fiction Miss Ad had beer. 
En if he had no better critics than that young lady. She 
iad read page after page without knowing what she had been 
reading; and had flung aside the volume half-a-dozen times ta 
go to the window and watch for that visitor whom she had so 
confidently expected. 

Lady Audley led the way pene the low doorway and on 
to the smooth gravel drive, by which carriages approached 
the house. She was still very pale, but the brightness of 
her dress and of her feathery golden ringlets distracted an 
observer’s eyes from her paid fo e All mental dtress ig 


Lady Audley’s Secrer. 





ne 











The Bearer of the Vidings. 26? 


with some show of reason, associated in our minds with loose, 
disordered garments, and dishevelled hair, and an appearance 
in every way the reverse of my lady’s. Why had she come 
out into the chill sunshine of the March afternoon to wander 
up and down that monotonous pathway with tbe step-daughter 

e hated P She came because she was under the dominion ot 
a horrible restlessness, which would not suffer her to remain 
within the house waiting for certain tidings which she knew 
must too surely come. At first she had wished to ward them 
off—at first she had wished that strange convulsions of oature 
might arise to hinder their coming—that abnorma! winter 
lightnings might wither and destroy the messenger wh: +a sicd 
them—that the ground might tremble and yawn benvett his 
hastening feet, and that impassable gulfs might separate the 
spot from which the tidings were to come, and the place to 
which they were to be carried. She wished that the earth 
might stand still, and the paralyzed elements cease from their 
natural functions; that the progress of time might stop; that 
the Day of Judgment might come, and that she fight thus 
be brought before an unearthly tribunal, and so escape the 
intervening shame and misery of any earthly judgment. In 
the wild chaos of her brain, every one of these thoughts hag 
held its place, and in her short slumber on the sofa in her 
dressing-room, she had dreamt all these things and a hundred 
other things, all bearing upon the same subject. She had 
dreamt that a brook, a tiny streamlet when she first saw it, 
flowed across the road between Mount Stanning and Audley, 
and gradually swelled into a river, and from a river became 
an ocean, till the village on the hill receded far away out of 
sight, and only a great waste of waters rolled where it once 
sad been. She dreamt that she saw the messenger; now ona 
ede now another, but never any probable person; hindered 

a hundred hindrances; now startling and terrible; now 
ridiculous and trivial; but never either natural or probable; 
and going down into the quiet house with the n-emory of 
these dreams strong upon her, she had been bewildered by 
the stillness which had betokened that the tidings had not yet 
come. 

And now her mind underwent a complete change. She no 
longer wished to delay the coming of that dreaded intelligence. 
She wished the agony, whatever it was to be, over and done 
with, the pain suffered, and the release attained. It seemed to 
her as if the intolerable day would never come to an end, as if 
ner mad wishes had heen granted, and the progress of time had 
actually stopped. 

“What a long day it has been!” exclaimed Alicia, as if ape 
up the burden of my L.dy’o thoughts; “nothing but drizzle au 
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mist and wind! And now that it’s too late for anybody to ge 
out, it must needs be fine,” the young lady added, with an 
evident sense of injury. 

Lady Audley did not answer. She was looking at the stupid 
one-handed clock; and waiting for the news which must comé 
gooner or later; which could not surely fail to come very speedily. 

“They have been afraid to come and tell him,” she thought; 
“they have been afraid to break the news to Sir Michael. Who 
will come to tell it at last, I wonder? The rector of Mount 
Btannieg, perhaps; or the doctor; some important person, at 
east. 

If she could have gone out into the leafless avenues, or on to 
the nigh road beyond them; if she could have gone so far as 
that hill upon which she had so lately parted with Phœbe, she 
would have gladly done so. She would rather have suffered 
anything than that slow suspense, that corroding anxiety, that 
metaphysical dry-rot in which heart and mind seemed to decay 
under an insufferable torture. She tried to talk; and by a 
painful effort contrived now and then to utter some common- 
place remark. Under any ordinary circumstances her com- 
panion would have noticed her embarrassment; but Miss 
Audley, happening to be very much absorbed by her own vexa- 
tions, was quite as well inclined to be silent as my lady herself. 
The monotonous walk up and down the gravelled pathway 
suited Alicia’s humour. She even took a malicious pleasure in 
the idea that she was very likely catching cold; and that 
her cousin Robert was answerable for her danger. If she 
could have brought upon herself inflammation of the lungs, 
or ruptured blood-vessels, by that exposure to the chill March 
atmosphere, she would have felt a gloomy satisfaction in her 
sufferings. 

“Perhaps Robert might care for me, if 1 had inflammation of 
the lungs,” she thought. “ He couldn’t insult me by calling 
me a bouncer then. Bouncers never have inflammation of the 
lungs.” < 

She drew a picture of herself in the last stage of consumption, 
propped up by pillows in a great easy-chair, looking out of a 
window in the afternoon sunshine, with medicine bottles, a 
bunch of grapes, and a Bible upon a table by her side; and with 
Robert, all contrition and tenderness, summoned to receive her 
farewell blessing. She preached a whole chapter to him in that 
parting benediction, talking a great deal longer than was in 

eeping with her prostrate state, and very much enjoying her 
dismal castle in the air. Hmployed in this sentimental manner, 
Miss Audley took very little notice of her step-mother, and the 
oné hand of the blundering clock had slipped te six by the time 
Robert hed been klessed and dismissed. 
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“Good gracious me!” she cried, suddenly—“ six o’clock, and 
I’m not dressed.” 

The half-hour bell rang in a cupola upon the roof while 
Alicia was speaking. : 

“TI must go in, my lady,” she said. “Won’t you comeP” 

“Presently,” answered Lady Audley. “I’m dressed, you see.” 

Alicia ran off, but Sir Michael’s wife still lingered in the 
quadrangle; still waited for those tidings which were so long 
coming. 

It was nearly dark. The mists of evening had slowly risen 
from the ground. The flat meadows were filled with a grey 
vapour, and a stranger might have fancied Audley Court a 
castle on the margin of a sea. Under the archway the shadows 
of fast-coming night lurked darkly; like traitors waiting for an 
opportunity to glide stealthily into the quadrangle. Through 
the archway a patch of cold blue sky glimmered faintly, streaked 
by one line of lurid crimson, and lighted by the dim glitter of 
one wintry-looking star. Not a creature was stirring in the 
quadrangle but the restless woman who paced u and down 
those straight pathways, listening for a footstep whose coming 
was to strike terror to her soul. She heard it at last !—a foot- 
step in the avenue upon the other side of the archway. But 
was it the footstep? Her sense of hearing, made unnaturally 
acute by excitement, told her that it was a man’s footstep— 
told even more, that it was the tread of a gentleman; no slouch- 
ing, lumbering pedestrian in hobnailed boots; but a gentleman 
who walked firmly and well. 

Every sound fell like a lump of ice upon my lady’s heart. 
She could not wait, she could not contain herself; she lost all 
self-control, all power of endurance, all capability of self- 
restraint ; and she rushed towards the archway. 

She paused beneath its shadow, for the stranger was close 
upon her. She saw him: O God! she saw him, in that dim 
evening light. Her brain reeled; her heart stopped beating. 
She uttered no ery of surprise, no exclamation of terror, but 
staggered backwards and clung for support to the ivied buttress 
of the archway. With her slender figure crouched into the 
angle formed by this buttress and the wall which it supported, 
she stood staring at the new-comer. 

As he approached her more closely her knees sank under her, 
and she dropped to the ground; not fainting, or in any manner 
unconscious; but sinking into a crouching attitude, and still 
crushed into the angle of the wall; as if she would have made a 
tomb for herself in the shadow of that sheltering brickwork. 

“ My lady !” 

The s tect was Robert Audley. He whose bedroom doorshe 
bad echle-locked seventeen hours before at the Castle Ian. 
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“ What is the matter with you?” he said, in a strange, cof- 
strained manner, “Get up, and let me take you in-doors.” 

He assisted her to rise; and she obeyed him, very submis- 
sively. He took her arm in his strong hand, and led her across 
the quadrangle and into the lamp-lit hall. She shivered more 
violently than he had ever seen any woman shiver before, but 
she made no attempt at resistance to his will. 





~ CHAPTER XXXYV. 
MY LADY TELLS THE TRUTH, 


“Ts there any room in which I can talk to you alone P” Robes 
Audley asked, as he looked dubiously round the hall. 

M ha only bowed her head in answer. She pushed open 
the fet of the library, which had been left ajar. Sir Michael 
had gone to his dressing-room to prepare for dinner after a day 
of lazy enjoyment, that is only legitimate for an invalid. The 
apartment was quite empty, and dimly lighted by the glow of 

e fire, as it had been upon the previous evening. 

Lady Audley entered this room, followed by Robert, who 
closed the door behind him. The wretched, shivering woman 
went to the hearth and knelt down before the fire, as if any 
natural warmth could have power to check that unnatural 
chill. The young man followed her, and stood beside her with 
his arm resting upon the chimney-piece. 

“Lady Audley,” he said, in a voice whose icy sternness held 
out no hope of any tenderness or compassion, “I spoke to you 
last night very plainly ; but you refused to listen to me. To- 
night I must speak to you still more plainly; and you must 
no longer refuse to listen to me.” 

ady, crouching before the fire with her face hidden in her 
hands, uttered a low sobbing sound which was almost a moan, 
but made no other answer. ; 

“There was a fire last night at Mount Stanning, Lady 
Audley,” the pitiless voice proceeded ; “the Castle Inn, the house 
in which I slept, was burned to the ground. Do you know how 
I escaped perishing in that destruction P” 

«6 0 LE 


“ I escaped by a most providential circumstance, which seema 
avery simple one. I did not sleep in the room which had been 
prepared for me. The place seemed wretchedly damp and 
chilly: the chimney smoked abominably when an attempt waa 
made at lighting a fire; and I persuaded the servant to make 
me up @ bed upon the sofa in the small ground-floor sitting-room 
which I had occupied during the evening.” 

Ble paused for a moment, watching the crouchin g figure, 












My Lady Tells the Truth. 265 


The only change in my lady’s attitude was that her head had 
fallen a little lower. 

“ Shall I tell you by whose agency the destruction of the Castle 
Inn was brought about, my lady P’ 

There was no answer. 

“ Shall I tell you?” 

Still the same obstinate silence. 

“Lady Audley,” cried Robert, suddenly, “you were the 
iicendiary. It was you whose murderous hand kindled those 
flames. It was you who thought by that thrice-horrible deed 
to rid yourself of me, your enemy and denouncer. What was it 
to you that other lives might be sacrificed? If by a second 
massacre of Saint Bartholomew you could have ridded yourself 
of me, you would have freely sacrificed an army of victims. The 
day is past for tenderness and mercy. For you I can no longer 
know pity or compunction. So far as by sparing your shame I 
ean spare others who must suffer by your shame, twill be mer- 
ciful; but no farther. If there were any secret tribunal before 
which you might be made to answer for your crimes, I would 
have little scruple in being your accuser; but I would spare that 
generous and high-born gentleman upon whose noble name your 
infamy would be reflected.” 

His voice softened as he made this allusion, and for a moment 
he dpt down, but he recovered himself by an effort and con- 
tinued— 

“No life was lost in the fire last night. I slept lightly, my 
lady, for my mind was troubled, as it has been for a long time, 
by the misery which I knew was lowering upon this house. It 
was I who discovered the breaking out of the fire in time to 

ive the alarm, and to save the servant girl and that poor 
lieu wretch, Marks, who was very much burnt in spite of my 
efforts, and who now lies in a precarious state at his mother’s 
cottage. It was from him and from his wife that I learnt who 
had visited the Castle Inn in the dead of the night. The woman 
was almost distracted when she saw me, and from her I dis- 
covered the particulars of last night. Heaven knows what 
other secrets of yours she may hold, my lady, or how easily they 
might be extorted from her if I wanted her aid, which I do not. 
My path lies very straight before me. I have sworn to bring 
the murderer of George Talboys to justice: and I will mn my 
oath. I say that it was by your agency my friend met with his 
death. If I have wondered sometimes, as it was only natural I 
should, whether I was not the victim of some horrible halluci- 
nation ; whether such an alternative was not more probable than 
that a young and lovely woman should be capable of so foul and 
treacherous @ murder, all wonder is past. After last night's 
deed of horror, there is no crime you could commit, however vast 
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and unnatural, which could make me wonder. Henceforth you 


must seem to me no longer a woman; a guilty woman with a. 


heart which in its worst wickedness has yet some latent power 
to suffer and feel; I now look upon you as the demoniac incar- 
nation of some evil principle. But you shall no longer pollute 
this place by your presence. Unless you will confess what you 
are, and who you are, in the presence of the man you have 
deceived solong; and accept from him and from me such mercy 
as we may be inclined to extend to you; I will gather together 
the witnesses who shall swear to your identity, and, at peril of 
any shame to myself and those I love, I will bring upon you the 
punishment of your crime.” 

The woman rose suddenly and stood before him erect and 
resolute ; with her hair dashed away from her face, and her eyes 
glistening. 

“ Bring Sir Michael !” she cried ; “bring him here, and I will 
confess anything—everything! What do I care? God knows 
I have struggled hard enough against you, and fought the battle 
patiently enough; but you have conquered, Mr. Robert Audley. 
It is a great triumph, is it not? a wonderful victory! You 
have used your cool, calculating intellect to a noble purpose. 
You have conquered—a MADWOMAN !” 

“ À madwoman !” cried Mr. Audley. 

“Yes, a madwoman. When you say that I killed George 
Talboys, you say the truth. en you say that I murdered 
him Reins y and foully, you lie. I killed him because I am 
MAD |! because my intellect 1s a little way upon the wrong side 
of that narrow boundary-line between sanity and insanity ; 
because when George Talboys goaded me, as you have goaded 
me; and reproached me, and threatened me; my mind, never 

properly balanced, utterly lost its balance; and I was mad! 

ring Sir Michael; and bring him quickly. If he is to be told 
one thing, let him be told everything; let him hear the secret 
of my life !” | 

Robert Audley left the room to look for his uncle. He went 
in search of that honoured kinsman with unspeakable anguisk 
in his heart, for he knew he was about to shatter the day-dream 
of his uncle’s life; and he knew that our dreams are none the 
less terrible to lose, because they have never been the realities 
for which we have mistaken them. But even in the midst of 
his sorrow for Sir Michael, he could not help wondering at my 
lady’s last words—‘ the secret of mv life.” He remembered 
those lines in the letter written by Helen Talboys upon the eve 
of her flight from Wildernsea, which had so puzzled him. He 
remembered those appealing sentences—‘ You should forgive 
me, for you know why I have been so. You know the secret af 
my life, 
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Fe met Sir Michael in the hall He made no attempt to 
prepare the way for the terrible revelation which the baronet 
was to hear. He only drew him into the fire-lit library, and 
there for the first time addressed him quietly thus :— 

“ Lady Audley has a confession to make to you, sir—a con- 
fession which I know will be a most cruel surprise, & most 
bitter grief. But it is necessary for your present honour, and 
for your future peace, that you should hear it. She has deceived 
you, I regret to say, most basely; but it is only right you 
should hear from her own lips any excuses which she may have 
to offer for her wickedness. May God soften this blow for you,” 
sobbed the young man, suddenly breaking down; “ I cannot!” 

Sir Michael lifted his hand as if he would have commanded 
his nephew to be silent; but that imperious hand dropped 
feeble and impotent at his side. He stood in the centre of the 
fire-lit room, rigid and immovable. 

“ Lucy !” he cried, in a voice whose anguish struck like a 
blow upon the jarred nerves of those who heard it, as the 
ery of a wounded animal pains the listener—“ Lucy! tell me that 
this man is a madman! tell me so, my love, or I shall kill him!” 

There was a sudden fury in his voice as he turned upon 
Robert, as if he could indeed have felled his wife’s accuser to 
the earth with the strength of his uplifted arm. 

But my lady fell upon her knees at his feet; interposing 
herself between the baronet and his nephew, who stood leaning 
upon the back of an easy-chair, with his face hidden by his hand. 

“He has told you the truth,” said my lady, “and he is not 
mad! Ihave sent for you that I may confess everything to 
you. I should be sorry for you if I could; for you have been 
very, very good to me; much better to me than I ever deserved ; 
but I can’t, I can’t—I can feel nothing but my own misery. I 
told you long ago that I was selfish; I am selfish still—more 
selfish than ever in my misery. Happy, prosperous people may 
feel for others. I laugh at other people’s sufferings; they seem 
so small compared to my own.” 

When first my lady had fallen on her knees, Sir Michael had 
attempted to raise her, and had remonstrated with her; but as 
he spoke he dropped into a chair close to the spot upon which 
she knelt, and with his hands clasped together, and with his 
head bent to catch every syllable of those horrible words, he 
listened as if his whole being had been resolved into that one 
sense of hearing. 

“I must tell you the story of my life; in order to.tell you — 
why I have become the miserable wretch who has no better 
aope than to be allowed to run away and hide in some desolats 
eorner of the earth. I must tell you the story of my life,” 
repeatod my lady, “but you need not fear that I shall dwelt 
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yong upon it. It has not been so pleasant to me that I should 
wish to speak of it. When I was a very little child 1 remember 
asking a question which it was natural enough that I should 
ask, God help me! I asked where my mother was. I had a 
faint remembrance of a face, like what my own is now, looking 
at me when I was very little more than a baby; but I had 


missed the face suddenly, and had never seen it since. They 


told me that my mother was away. Iwas not happy, for the 
woman who had charge of me was a disagreeable woman, and 
the place in which we lived was a lonely place, a village upon 
the Hampshire coast, about seven miles from Portsmouth. My 
father, = was in the navy, only came now and then to see 
me; and I was left almost entirely to the charge of this woman, 
who was irrecularly paid; and io vented her rage upon me 
when my father was behind-hand in remitting her money. Sa 
you see that at a very early age I found out what it was to be 
or. 

“Perhaps it was more from being discontented with m 
dreary life than from any wonderful impulse of affection, that I 
asked very often the same question about my mother. I always 
received the same answer—she was away. When I asked 
where, I was told that that was a secret. When I grew old 
enough to understand the meaning of the word death, I asked 
if my mother was dead, and I was told—‘ No, she was not 
dead; she was ill, and she was away.’ I asked how long she 
had been ill, and I was told that she had been so some years; 
ever since I was a baby. 

“ At last the secret came out. I worried my foster-mother 
with the old question one day when the remittance had fallen 
very much in arrear, and her temper had been unusually tried. 
She flew into a passion; and told me that my mother was a 
madwoman; and that she was in a madhouse forty miles away. 
She had scarcely said this when she repented, and told me that 
it was not the truth, and that I was not to believe.it, or to say 
that she had told me such a thing. I discovered afterwards 
that my father had made her promise most solemnly never to 
tell me the secret of my mother’s fate. 

“J brooded horribly upon the thought of my mother’s mad- 
aess. It haunted me by day and night. I was always picturing 
to <7, a this madwoman pacing up and down some prison cell, 
in a hideous garment that bound her tortured limbs. I had 
exaggerated ideas of the horror of her situation. I had no 
wnowledge of the different degrees of madness; and the image 
that haunted me was that of a distraught and violent creature, 
who would fall upon me and kill me if I came within her reach. 
This idea grew upon me until I used to awake in the dead of 
the night, screaming aloud in an agony of terror, from a dream 
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in which I had felt my mother’s icy grasp upon my throat, and 
heard her ravings in my ear. 

“When I was ten years old my father came to pay up the 
arrears due to my protectress, and to take me to school. He 
had left me in Hampshire longer than he had intended, from 
his inability to pay this money. So there again I felt the bitter- 
ness of poverty, and ran the risk of growing up an ignorant 
creature amongst coarse rustic children, because my father was 

or.” 

My lady paused for a moment, but only to take breath, for 
she had spoken rapidly, as if eager to tell this hated story, and 
to have done with it. She was still on her knees, but Sir 
Michael made no effort to raise her. 

He sat silent and immovable. What was this story that he 
was listening to? Whose was it, and to what was it to lead? 
Tt could not be his wife’s; he had heard her simple account c 
her youth, and had believed it as he had believed in the Gospel. 
She had told him a very brief story of an early orphanage, and 
4 long, quiet, colourless youth spent in the conventual seclusion 
af an English boarding-school. 

“My father came at last, and I told him what I had dis- 
covered. He was very much affected when I spoke of my 
mother. He was not what the world generally calls a good 
man, but I learned afterwards that he had loved his wife very 
dearly; and that he would have willingly sacrificed his life to 
her, and constituted himself her guardian, had he not been 
compelled to earn the daily bread of the madwoman and her 
child by the exercise of his profession. So here again I beheld 
what a bitter thing it is to be poor. My mother, who might 
have been tended by a devoted husband, was given over to the 
care of hired nurses. 

“Before my father sent me to school at Torquay, he took me 
to see my mother. This visit served at least to dispel the idea 
which had so often terrified me. I saw no raving, strait-waist- 
coated maniac, guarded by zealous gaolers ; but a golden-haired, 
blue-eyed, girlish creature, who seemed as frivolous as a butter. 
tly, and who skipped towards us with her yellow curls decorated 
with natural flowers, and saluted us with radiant smiles, ani 
gay, ceaseless chatter. 

“But she did not know us. She would have spoken in thy 
same manner to any stranger who had entered the gates of 
the garden about her prison-house. Her madness was an here- 
ditury disease transmitted to her from her mother, who had 
died mad. She, my mother, had been, or had appeared, sane up 
to the hour of my birth; but from that hour her intellect had 
decayed, until she had become what I saw her. 

“J went away with the knowledge of this, and with the 
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knowledge that the only inheritance I had to expect from my 
mother was—insanity ! : 

“I went away with the knowledge in my mind, and with 
something more—a secret to keep. I was only a child of ten 
peus old; but I felt all the weight of that burden. I was to 

pep the secret of my mother’s madness; for it was a secret that 
me + affect me injuriously in after-life. I was to remember 
8. 
“T did remember this; and it was this perhaps that made n.s 
selfish and heartless; for I suppose J am heartless. As I grew 
older I was told that I was pretty—beautifrl—lovely—be- 
witching. I heard all these things at first indifferently; but 
by-and-by I listened to them greedily, and began to think that 
in spite of the secret of my life I might be more successful than 
aie companions in the world’s great lottery. J had learnt that 
which in some indefinite manner or other every school-girl learns 
sooner or later—I had learnt that my ultimate fate in lifa 
depended upon my marriage, and I concluded that if I was 
indeed prettier than my schoolfellows, I ought to marry better 
than any of them. 

“T left school before I was seventeen years of age with this 
thought in my mind; and I went to live at the other extremity 
of England with my father, who had retired upon his half-pay, 
and had established himself at Wildernsea, with the idea that 
the place was cheap and select. 

“The piace was indeed select. I had not been there a month 
before I discovered that even the prettiest girl might wait a 
long time for a rich husband. I wish to hurry over this part of 
my life: I dare say I was very despicable. You and your 
nephew, Sir Michael, have been rich all your lives, and can very 
well afford to despise me; but I knew how far poverty can 
affect a life, and I looked forward with a sick terror to a lifé so 
affected. At last the rich suitor—the wandering prince came.” 

She paused for a moment, and shuddered convulsively. It 
was impossible to see any of the changes of her countenance, 
for her face was obstinately bent towards the floor. Through- 
out her long confession she never lifted it; throughout her long 
confession her voice was never broken by a sob. What she had 
to tell she told in a cold, hard tone; very much the tone in 
which some criminal, dogged and sullen to the last, might have 
confessed to a gaol chaplain. 

“The wandering prince came,” she repeated: “he was called 
George Talboys.” 

For the first time since his wife’s confession had begun, Siz 
Michael Audley started. He began te understand it all now. 
A crowd of unneeded words and forgotten circumstances that 
had seemed too insignificant for remark or recollection, flashed 
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back upon him as vividly as if they had been the leading inci: 
dents of his past life. 

“Mr, George Talboys was a cornet in a dragoon regiment, 
He was the only son of arich country gentleman. He fell in 
love with me, and married me three months after my seven- 
teenth birthday. I think I loved him as much as it was in my 

ower to love anybody; not more than I have loved you, Sir 
ichael; not so much; for when you married me, you elevated 
me to a position that he could never have given me.” 

The dream was broken. Sir Michael Audley remembered 
that summer’s evening, nearly two years ago, when he had first 
declared his love for Mr. Dawson’s governess; he remembered 
the sick, half-shuddering sensation of regret and disappointment 
that had come over him then; and he felt as if it had im some 
manner dimly foreshadowed the agony of to-night. 

But I do not believe that even in his misery he felt that entire 
and unmitigated surprise, that utter revulsion of feeling, that 
is felt when a good woman wanders away from herself, and 
becomes the lost creature whom her husband is bound in honour 
to abjure. Ido not believe that Sir Michael Audley had ever 
really trusted his wife. He had loved her and admired her; he 
had been bewitched by her beauty and bewildered by her 
charms; but that sense of something wanting, that vagus 
feeling of loës and disappointment which had come upon him on 
the summer’s night of his betrothal, had been with him more or 
less distinctly ever since. I cannot believe that an honest man, 
however pure and single may be his mind, however simpl 
trustful his nature, is ever really deceived by falsehood. 
There is beneath the voluntary sance an involuntary dis- 
trust; not to be conquered by any effort of the will. 

“We were married,” my lady continued, “and I loved him 
very well, quite well ti à to be happy with him as long as 
his money lasted, and while we were on the Continent, travelling 
in the best style and always staying at the best hotels. But 
when we came back to Wildernsea and lived with papa, and all 
the money was gone, and George grew gloomy and wretched, 
ana was always thinking of his troubles, and appeared to neglect 
me, I was very unhappy ; and it seemed as if this fine marriage 
had only given. me a twelvemonth’s gaiety and extravagance 
after all. I begged George to appeal to his father; but he 
refused. I persuaded him to try and get employment; and he 
failed. My baby was born, and the crisis which had been fatal 
to my mother arose for me. I escaped; but I was more 
irritable, perhaps, after my recovery ; less inclined to fight the 
hard battle of the world ; more disposed to complain of povert 
and neglect. I did complain one day, loudly and bitterly. ï 


upbraided George Talboys for his cruelty in having allied a 
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helpless girl to poverty and misery; and he flew into a passion 
with me and ran out of the house. When I awoke the next 
morning I found a letter lying on the table by my bed, tellin 
me that he was going to the Antipodes to seek his fortune, an 
that he would never see me again until he was a rich man. 

“TI looked upon this departure as a desertion, and I resented 
it bitterly—I resented it by hating the man who had left me 
with no protector but a weak, tipsy father, and with a child to 
support. I had to work hard for my living, and in every 
hour of labour—and what labour is more wearisome than the 
dull slavery of a governessP—I recognized a separate wrong 
done me by George Talboys. His father was rich; his sister 
was living in luxury and respectability; and I, his wife, and the 
mother of his son, was a slave allied for ever to beggary and 
obscurity. People pitied me; and I hated them for their pity. 
I did not love the child; for he had been left a burden upon my 
hands. The hereditary taint that was in my blood had never 
until this time showed itself by any one sign or token: but at 
this time I became subject to fits of violence and despair. At 
this time I think my mind first lost its balance, and for the 
first time I crossed that invisible line which separates reason 
from madness. I have seen my father’s eyes fixed upon me in 
horror and alarm. I have known him soothe me as only mad 
people and children are soothed, and I have chafed against his 

tty devices, I have resented even his indulgence. 

“ At last these fits of desperation resolved themselves into a 
desperate purpose. I determined torun away from the wretched 
home which my slavery supported. I determined to desert the 
father who had more fear of me than love for me. I determined 
to go to London, and lose myself in that great chaos of humanity. 

“Thad seen an advertisement in the Times while I was at 
Wildernsea, and I presented myself to Mrs. Vincent, the adver- 
tiser, under a feigned name. She accepted me, waiving all 
questions as to my antecedents. You know the rest. I came 
here, and you made me an offer, the acceptance of which would 
lift me at once into the spkere to which my ambition had 
pointed ever since I was a school-girl, and heard for the first 
time that I was pretty. 

‘“ Three years haa passed, and I had received no token of my 
nusband’s existence; for, I argued, that if he had returned ta 
England, he would have succeeded in finding me under any 
aame and in any place. I knew the energy of his character 
vell enough to know this. 

“T said, ‘I have a right to think that he is dead, or that he 
vishes me to believe him dead, and his shadow shall not stand 
tween me and prosperity.’ I said this, and I became your 
vife, Sir Michael, with every resolution to be as good a wife as 
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i ft was in my nature to be. The common temptations that assail 
i and shipwreck some women had no terror for me. Iwculd have 
if been your true and pure wife to the end of time, though I had 
à been surrounded by a legion of tempters. The mad folly that 
1 the world calls love had never any part in my madness; and 


here at least extremes met, and the vice of heartlessness became 
‘ the virtue of constancy. 
if “I was very happy in the first triumph and grandeur of my 
iy new position, very grateful to the hand that had lifted me to 
it. the sunshine of my'own happiness I felt, for the first 
time in my life, for the miseries of others. I had been poor 
myself, and I was now rich, and could afford to pity and relieve 
the poverty of my neighbours. I took pleasure in acts of kind- 
ness and benevolence. I found out my father’s address and 
sent him large sums of money, anonymously; for I did not 
wish him to discover what had become of me. I availed myself 
to the uttermost of the privilege your generosity afforded me. I 
dispensed happiness on every side. I saw myself loved as well 
as admired; and I think I might have been a good woman 
for the rest of my life, if fate would have allowed me to be so. 

“TI believe that at this time my mind regained its just 
balance. I had watched myself very closely since leaving 
Wildernsea; I had held a check upon myself. I had often 
wondered, while sitting in the surgeon’s quiet family circle, 
whether any suspicion of that invisible hereditary tamt had 
ever occurred to Mr. Dawson. 

“Fate would not suffer me to be good. My destiny com- 
pelled me to be a wretch. Within a month of my marriage I 
read in one of the Essex papers of the return of a certain Sr. 
Talboys, a fortunate gold-seeker, from Australia. The ship had 
sailed at the time I read the paragraph. What. was to be done P 

“T said just now that I knew the energy of George’s cha- 
racter. I knew that the man who had gone to the Antipodes, 
and won a fortune for his wife, would leave no stone unturned 
in his efforts to find her. It was hopeless to think of hiding 
myself from him. 

“Unless he could be induced to believe that I was dead he 
would never abandon his search for me. 

“My brain was dazed as I thought of my peril. Again the 
balance trembled; again the invisible boundary was passed; 
again I was mad. 

“T went down to Southampton and found my father, wha 
was living there with my child. You remember how Mrs. Vin- 
cent’s name was used as an excuse for this hurried journey, and 
how it was contrived that I should go with no other escort than 
Phoebe Marks, whom I left at the hotel while I went to my 
father’s house. 
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“I confided to my father the whole secret of my peril. He 
was not very much shocked at what I had done, for povert, 
nad perhaps blunted his sense of honour and principle. He 
was not very much shocked; but he was frightened; and he 
promised to do all in his power to assist me in my horrible 
emergency. 

“ He had received a letter addressed to me at Wildernsea by 
George, and forwarded thence to my father. This letter had 
been written within a few days of the sailing of the Argus, and 
it «nnounced the probable date of the ship’s arrival at Liver- 
pool. This letter gave us, therefore, data upon which to act. 

“ We decided at once upon the first step. This was that on 


the date of the probable arrival of the Argus, or a few days ! 


later, an advertisement of my death should be inserted in the 
Times. 

“But almost immediately after deciding upon this we saw 
that there were fearful difficulties in the carrying out of such a 
simple plan. The date of the death, and the place in which I 
died, must be announced, as well as the death itself. George 
would immediately hurry to that place, however distant it might 
be, however comparatively inaccessible, and the shallow false- 
hood would be discovered. 

“T knew enough of his sanguine temperament, his courage 
and determination, his readiness to hope against hope, to know 
that unless he saw the grave in which I was buried, and the revis- 
ter of my death, he would never believe that I was lost to him. 

“ My father was utterly dumbfounded and helpless. He could 
only A childish tears of despair and terror. He was of no 
use to me in this crisis. 

“T was hopeless of any issue out of my difficulty. I began 
to think that I must trust to the chapter of accidents; and hope 
that amongst other obscure corners of the earth, Audley Court 
might remain undreamt of by my husband. 

“I sat with my father, drinking tea with him in his miserable 
novel, and playing with the child, who was pleased with my 
dress and jewels, but quite ‘unconscious that I was anything 
but a stranger to him. I had the boy in my arms, when a 
woman who attended him came to take him away in order that 
she might make him more fit to be seen by the lady, as she said. 

“T was anxious to know how the boy was treated, and I 
detained this woman in conversation with me, while my father 
dozed over the tea-table. 

“She was a pale-faced, sandy-haired woman of about five- 
and-forty; and she seemed very glad to get the chance of 
talking to me as long as I pleased to allow her. She soon left 
off talking of the boy, however, to tell me her own troubles, 
She was à very great trouble, she tald me. Her eldest 
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2 er 
daughter had been obliged to leave her situation from ill- 
health; in fact, the doctor said the girl was in a decline; and 
it was a hard thing for a poor widow who had scen better days 
to have a sick daughter to support, as well as a family of young 
children. 

“JT let the woman run on for a long time in this manner, 
telling me the girls ailments, and the girl’s age, and the girl’s 
doctor’s stuff, and piety, and sufferings, and a great deal more. 
But I neither listened to her nor heeded her. I heard her, but 
only in a far-away manner, as I heard the traffic in the distance, 
or the ripple of the water at the end of the street. What were 
this woman’s troubles to me? I had miseries of my own; and 
worse miseries than her coarse nature could ever have to endure. 
These sort ot people always had sick husbands or sick children, 
and expected to be helped in their illnesses by the rich. It was 
nothing out of the common. I was thinking this; and I was 
just going to dismiss the woman with a sovereign for her sick 
daughter, when an idea flashed upon me with such painful 
suddenness that it sent the blood surging up to my brain, and 
set my heart beating, as it only beats when I am mad. 

“T asked the woman her name. She was a Mrs. Plowson, 
and she kept a small general shop, she said, and only ran in 
now and then to look after Georgey, and to see that the little 
maid-of-all-work took care of him. Her daughter’s name was 
Matilda. I asked her several questions about this girl Matilda, 
and I ascertained that she was four-and-twenty, that she had 
always been consumptive, and that she was now, as the doctor 
said, going off in a rapid decline. He had declared that she 
could not last much more than a fortnight. 

“Tt was in three weeks that the ship that carried George 
Talboys was expected to anchor in the Mersey. 

“T need not dwell much upon this business. I visited the 
sick girl. She was fair and slender. Her description, carelessly 
given, might tally nearly enough with my own; though she 
bore no shadow of resemblance to me, except in these two par- 
ticulars. I was received by the girl as a rich lady who wished 
to do her service. I bought the mother, who was poor and 
greedy, and who for a gift of money, more money than she had 
ever before received, consented to submit to anything I wished. 
The girl herself was too ill to be aware of anything but her 
own pain and weariness. Upon the second day after my intro- 
duction to this Mrs. Plowson, my father went over to Ventnor, 
and hired lodgings for his invalid daughter and her little boy. 
Harly the next morning he carried over the dying girl and 
Georgey, who had been bribed to call her ‘mamma.’ She en- 
tered the house as Mrs. Talboys; she was attended by a Ventnor 
medical man as Mrs. Talboys; she died, and ber death and 
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barial were registered in that name. The advertisement was ms 
serted in the Times, and upon the second day after its insertiou, 
George Talboys visited Ventnor, and ordered the tombstone 
which at this hour records the death of his wife, Helen Talboys.” 

Sir Michael Audley rose slowly, and with à stiff, constrained 
action, as if every physical sense had been benumbed by that 
éne sense of misery. 

“T cannot hear any more,” he said, in a hearse whisper; “if 
there is anything more to be told, I cannot hear it. Robert, it 
is you who have brought about this discovery, as I understand. 
i want to know nothing more. I shall leave this house to-night 
this house in which I have been so happy—perhaps never to 
return to it. Will you take upon yourself the duty of providing 
for the safety and comfort of this lady, whom I have thought 
my wifeP. I need not ask you to remember, in all you do, that 
I have loved her very dearly and truly. I cannot say farewell 
tc her. I will not say it until I can think of her without bitter- 
ness—until I can pity her; as I now pray that God may pity 
her this night.” 

Sir Michael walked slowly from the room. He did not trust 
himself to look at that crouching figure. He did not wish to 
see the creature whom he had cherished. He went straight te 
his dressing-room, rang for his valet, and ordered him to pack 
a portmanteau, and make all necessary arrangements for acvom- 
panying his master by the last up-train. 


CHAPTER XXXVI. 
THE HUSH THAT SUCCEEDS THE TEMPEST. 


Rozsert Aupzey followed his uncle into the vestibule after Siz 
Michael had spoken those few quiet words which sounded the 
death-knell of his hope and love. Heaven knows how much 
the young man had feared the coming of this day. It had 
come; and though there had been no great outburst of despair, 
no whirlwind of stormy grief, no loud tempest of anguish and 
tears, Robert took no comforting thought from the unnatural 
stillness. He knew enough to know that Sir Michael Audley 
went away with the barbed arrow, which his nephew’s hand 
had sent home to its aim, rankling in his tortured heart; he 
knew that this strange and icy calm was the numbness of a 
heart stricken by a gr.ef so unexpected that its first effect was 
a blank stupor, a pairless apathy. He knew that when “urs 
dull quiet had passed away, when little by little, and one by 
one, each horrible feature of the sufferer’s sorrow became first 
dimly apparent and then terribly familiar to him, the storm 
would burst in fatal fury, and tempests of tears and cruel 
thunderclaps of agony woald rend that generous heart, 
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Robert had heard of cases in which men of his uncle’s age 
had borne some great grief, as Sir Michael had borne this, with 


strange quiet; and had gone away from those who would have 


comforted them, and whose anxieties had been relieved by this 
patient stillness, to fall down upon the ground and die under 
the blow which at first had only stunned them. He remem- 
gered cases in which paralysis or apoplexy had stricken men 
as strong as his uncle in the first hour of the horrible affliction ; 
and he lingered in the lamp-lit vestibule, wondering whether it 
was not his duty to be with Sir Michael—to be near him, in 
case of any emergency, and to accompany him wherever ha 
went. 

Yet, would it be wise to force himself upon that grey-headed 
sufferer in this cruel hour, in which he had been awakened 
from the one delusion of a blameless life to discover that he 
had been the dupe of a false face, and the victim of a nature 
which was too coldly mercenary, too cruelly heartless, to be 
sensible of its own infamy ? 

“No,” thought Robert Audiey, “I will not intrude upon the 
anguish of this wounded heart. There is humiliation mmgled 
with this bitter grief. It is better he should fight the battle 
alone. I have done what I believe to have been my solemn duty, 

et I should scarcely wonder if I had rendered myself for ever 
nateful to him. It is better he should fight the battle alone, 
I can do nothing to make the strife less terrible.” 

While the young man stood with his hand upon the library 
door, still half doubtful whether he should follow his uncle or 
re-enter the room in which he had left that more wretched 
creature, whom it had been his business to unmask, Alicia 
Audley opened the dining-room door, and revealed to him the 
old-fashioned oak-panelled apartment, the long table covered 
with snowy damask, and bright with a cheerful glitter of glass 
and silver. 

“ Is papa coming to dinner?” asked Miss Audley. “I’m so 
hungry; and poor Tomlins has sent up three times to say the 
fish will be spoiled. It must be reduced to a species of isinylass 
soup by this time, I should think,” added the young lady, as 
she came out into the vestibule with the Times newspaper in 
her hand. 

She had been sitting by the fire reading the paper, and 
waiting for her seniors to join her at the dinner-table. 

* Oh, it’s you, Mr. Robert Audley,” she remarked carelessly. 
“You dine with us, of course. Pray go and find papa. It 
must be nearly eight o’clock, and we are supposed to re at 

~past six.” , 

Mr. Audley answered his cousin rather sternly. Her frive 

teus manner jarred upon him, and he forgot iv bis izrational 
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displeasure that Miss Audley had known nothing of the terrible 
drama which had been so long enacting under her very nose. 

“Your papa has just endured a very great grief, Alicia,” the 
young man said, gravely. 

The girl’s arch, laughing face changed in a moment to a ten- 
derly earnest look of sorrow and anxiety. Alicia Audley loved 
her father very dearly. 

“ À grief!” she exclaimed; “papa gr wed? Oh! Robert, 
what has happened? ” 

“Tcan tell you nothing yet, Alicia,” Robert answered, in a 
low voice. 

He took his cousin by the wrist, and drew her into the dining- 
room as he spoke. He closed the door carefully behind him 
before he continued :— 

“ Alicia, can I trust you?” he asked, earnestly. 

“Trust me to do what P ” 

“To be a comfort and a friend to your poor father under a 
very heavy affliction.” 

«¥ns!” cried Alicia, passionately, “How can you ask me 
such a question? Do you think thers is anything I would not 
do to lighten any sorrow of my father’sP Do you think there 
6 done I would not suffer, if my suffering could lessen 

‘1s LE] 

Tears rushed to Miss Audley’s bright grey eyes as she spoke. 

“Oh, Robert! Robert! could you think so adly of me as to 
believe that I would not try to be a comfort to my father in his 
grief? ” she said, reproachfully. 

“No, no, my dear,” answered the young man, quietly; “I 
never doubted your affection, I only doubted your discretion. 
May I rely upon that?” 

“ You may, Robert,” said Alicia, resolutely. 

“ Very well, then, my dear girl, I will trust you. Your father 
is going to leave the Court, for a time at least. The grief which 
he has just endured—a sudden and unlooked-for sorrow, remem- 
ber—has no doubt made this place hateful to him. He is going 
away; but he must not go alone, must he, Alicia?” 

“Alone? no! no! But I suppose my lad te 

“Lady Audley will not go with him,” said Robert, gravely, 
* he is about to separate himself from her.” 

“For a time P ” 

“No; for ever.” 

“Separate himself from her for ever!” exclaimed Alicia, 
“Then this grief—” 

“Ts connected with Lady Audley. Lady Audley is the cause 
sf your father’s sorrow.” 

icia’s face, which had been pale before, flushed crimson 
Borrow, of which my lady was the cause—a sorrow which wes 
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to separate Sir Michael for ever from his young wife! There 
had been n° juarrel between them—there had never been any- 
thing but harmony and sunshine between Lucy Audley and her 
generous husband. This sorrow must surely then have arisen 
from some sudden discovery: it was, no doubt, a sorrow asso- 
ciated with disgrace. Robert Audley understood the meaning 
of that vivid blush. 

“You will offer to accompany your father wherever he may 
choose to go, Alicia,” he said. “You are his natural comforter 
at such a time as this, but you will best befriend him in this 
hour of trial by avoiding all intrusion upon his grief. Your 
very ignorance of the particulars of that grief will be a security 
or your discretion. Say nothing to your father that you might 
not have said to him two years ago, before he married a second 
wife. Try and be to him what you were before the woman in 
yonder room came between you and your father’s love.” 

“T will,’ murmured Alicia, “ I will.” 

“You will naturally avoid all mention of Lady Audley’s 
name. If your father is often silent, be patient; if it some- 
times seems to you that the shadow of this great sorrow will 
never pass away from his life, be patient still; and bear in 
mind that there can be no better hope of a cure for his grief 
than the hope that his daughter’s devotion may lead him to 
remember that there is one woman upon this earth who will 
love him truly and purely until the last.” 

“Yes, yes, Robert, dear cousin, I will remember.” 

Mr. Audley, for the first time since he had been a schoolboy, : 
took his cousin in his arms, and kissed her broad forehead. 

“My dear Alicia,” he said, “do this, and you will make me 
happy. I have been in some measure the means of bringing 
this sorrow upon your father. Let me hope that it is not an 
enduring one. Try to restore my uncle to happiness, Alicia, 
end I will love you more dearly than brother ever loved a noble- 
hearted sister; and a brotherly affection may be worth having 

erhaps, after all, my dear, though it is very different to poor 
ir Harry’s enthusiastic worship.” 

Alicia’s head was bent and her face hiddeu from her cousin 
while he spoke; but she lifted her head when he had finished, 
and looked him full in the face with a smile that was only the 
brighter for her eyes being filled with tears. 

“You are a good fellow, Bob,” she said: “and I’ve been very 
foolish and wicked to feel angry with you, because——” 

The young lady stopped short. 

“ Because what, my dear?” asked Mr. Audley. 

“Because I’m silly, cousin Robert,” Alicia said quickly 
“never mind that, Bob; I’ll do all you wish, and it shall not 
os my fault if my 3earest father doesn’t forget his rcubleg 
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before long. I’d go to the end of the world with him, ! 
darling, if I thought there was any comfort to be found for hima 
in the journey. I'll go and get ready directly. Do you think 
papa will go to-night ? ” 

“Yes, my dear; I don’t think Sir Michael will rest another 
night under this roof for some time to come.” 

“The mail goes at twenty minutes past nine,” said Alicia; 
“we must leave the house in an hour if we are to travel by it. 
I shall see you again before we go, Robert.” 

“Yes, dear.” 

Miss Audley ran off to her room to summon her maid, and 
make all necessary preparations for the sudden journey, of 
whose ultimate destination she was as yet quite ignorant. 

She went heart and soul into the carrying out of the duty 
which Robert had dictated to her. She assisted in the packing 
of her portmanteaus, and hopelessly bewildered her maid by 
stuffing silk dresses into her bonnet-boxes, and satin shoes into 
her dressing-case. She roamed about her rooms gathering 
together drawing materials, music-books, needlework, hair- 
brushes, jewellery, and perfume-bottles, very much as she 
might have done had she been about to sail for some savage 
country devoid of all civilized resources. She was thinking all 
the time of her father’s unknown grief; and perhaps a little of 
the serious face and earnest voice which had that night revealed 
ser cousin Robert to her in a new character. 

Mr. Audley went up-stairs after his cousin, and found his 
way to Sir Michael’s dressing-room. He knocked at the door 
and listened very anxiously for the expected answer. There 
was a moment’s pause, during which the young man’s heart 
beat loud and fast, and then the door was opened by the baronet 
himself. Robert saw that his uncle’s valet was already hard at 
work preparing for his master’s hurried journey. 

Sir Michael came out into the corridor. 

“ Have you anything more to say to me, Robert P” he asked, 
quietly. : 

“T only came to ascertain if I could assist in any of yout 
oe You go to London by the mail P ” 

id es. 

“ Have you any idea of where you will stay P ” 

* Yes, id shall stop at the Clarendon; I am known there. is 


that all you have to say? ” 

“Yes; except that Alicia will accompany you.” 

“ Alicia!” 

“She could not very well stay here, you know. “sv now. Fé 
would be best for her to leave the Court until —” 

“Yes, yes, I understand,” interrupted the paronet; “but ia 
there nowhere elge that she couid z0,- must she we with met” 
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“She could go nowhere else 89 immediately; and she would 
not be happy anywhere else.” 

“Let her come, then,” said Sir Michael, “let her come.” 

He spoke in a strange subdued voice, and with an apparent 
effort; as if it were painful to him to have to speak at all. Ag 
if all this ordinary business of life were a cruel torture to him; 
end jarred so much upon his grief as to be almost worse to bear 
than that grief itself. 

“ Very well, my dear uncle, then all is arranged; Alicia wiil 
be ready to start at nine o’clock.” 

“Very good, very good,” muttered the baronet; “ let her come 
if she pleases; poor child, let her come.” 

He sighed heavily as he spoke in that half-pitying tone of his 
daughter. He was thinking how comparatively indifferent he 
had been towards that only child for the sake of the woman now 
shut in the fire-lit room below. 

“I shall see you again before you go, sir,” said Robert; “I 
will leave you till then.” 

“Stay !” said Sir Michael, suddenly; “have you told Alicia P” 

“T have told her nothing; except that you are about to leave 
the Court for some time.” 

“You are very good, my boy, you are very good,” the baronet 
murmured in a broken voice. 

He stretched out his hand. His nephew took it in both his 
own, and pressed it to his lips. 

“Oh, sir! how can I ever forgive myself?” he said; “how can 
I a cease to hate myself for having brought this grief upon 

ou ” 
Vu No, no, Robert, you did right—you did right; I wish that 
God had been so merciful to me as to take my miserable life 
before this night; but you did right.” 

Sir Michael re-entered his dressing-room, and Robert slowly 
returned to the vestibule. He paused upon the threshold of 
that chamber in which he had left Lucy, Lady Audley; other- 
wise Helen Talboys, the wife of his lost friend. 

She was lying upon the floor; upon the very spot on which 
she had crouched at her husband’s feet telling her guilty story. 
Whether she was in a swoon; or whether she lay there in the 
utter helplessness of her misery; Robert scarcely cared to 
know. He went out into the vestibule, and sent one of the 
servants to look for her maid, the smart be-ribboned damsel, 
who was loud in wonder and consternation at the sight of her 
mistress. 

“Lady Audley is very ill,” he said; “take her to her room, 
and see that she does not leave it to-night. You will be good 
enough to remain near her; but do not either talk to her, 07 
puffer her to excite herself by talking.” 
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My lady had not fainted; she allowed the girl to assist her, 
and rose from the ground upon which she had grovelled. Her 
golden hair fell in loose, dishevelled masses about her ivory 
throat and shoulders; her face and lips were colourless; her 
eyes terrible in their unnatural light. 

“Take me away,” she said, “and let me sleep! Let me 
sleep, for my brain is on fire!” 

8 she was leaving the room with her maid, she turned and 
looked at Robert. “Is Sir Michael gone P” she asked. 

“ He will leave in half an hour.” 

de ro were no lives lost in the fire at Mount Stanning P” 

“None.” 

“T am glad of that.” 

“The landlord of the house, Marks, was very terribly burnt, 
and lies in a precarious state at his mother’s cottage; but he 
may recover.” 

“T am glad of that—I am glad no life was lost. Good night, 
Mr. Audley.” 

“T shall ask to see you for half an hour’s conversation in the 
course of to-morrow, my lady.” 

“Whenever you please. Good night.” 

“ Good night.” 

She went away, quietly leaning upon her maid’s shoulder, and 
leaving Robert with a sense of strange bewilderment that was 
very painful to him. 

He sat down by the broad hearth upon which the red embers 
were fading, and wondered at the change in that old house 
which, until the day of his friend’s disappearance, had been so 
pleasant a home for all who sheltered beneath its hospitable 
roof. He sat brooding over that desolate hearth, and trying to 
decide upon what must be done in this sudden crisis. He sat, 
helpless and powerless to determine upon any course of action, 
lost in a dull reverie, from which he was aroused by the sound 
of carriage wheels driving up to the little turret entrance. 

The clock in the vestibule struck nine as Robert opened the 
library-door. Alicia had just descended the stairs with her 
maid, a rosy-faced country girl. 

ee Good-bye, Robert,” said Miss Audley, holding out her hand 
to her cousin; “good-bye, and God bless you! You may trust 
me to take care of papa.” 

“Tam sure I may. God bless you, my dear!’ 

For the second time that night Robert Audley pressed his 
lips to his cousin’s candid forehead; and for the second time tha 
embrace was of a brotherly or paternal character; rather than 
the rapturous proceeding which it would have been had Sir 
Harry Towers been the privileged performer. 

F6 was fivo minutes past nine whe Sir Michael came down= 
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irs, followed by his valet, grave and grey-haired like himseif. 

he baronet was me but calm and self-possessed. The hand 

which he gave to his nephew was as cold as ice; but it was with 
a steady voice that he bade the young man good-bye. 

“T leave all in your hands, Robert,” he said, as he turned tc 
leave the house in which he had lived so long. “TI may not 
have heard the end; but I have heard enough. I leave all to 

‘cata you will not be cruel—you will remember how much 
oved —— 

His voice broke huskily before he could finish the sentence. 

“T will remember you in everything, sir,” the young man 
answered. “I will do everything for the best.” 

A treacherous mist of tears blinded him and shut out his 
uncle's face, and in another minute the carriage had driven 
away, and Robert Audley sat alone in the dark library, where 
only one red spark glowed amongst the pale-grey ashes. He 
sat alone, trying to think what he ought to do, and with 
the awful responsibility of a wicked woman’s fate upon his 
shoulders. : 

“Good heavens,” he thought; “surely this must be God’s 
judgment upon the purposeless, vacillating life I led up to the 
seventh day of last September. Surely this awful responsibilit 
has been forced upon me in order that I may his myself 
before an offended Providence, and confess that a man cannot 
choose his own life. He cannot say, ‘I will take existence 
lightly, and keep out of the way of the wretched, mistaken, 
energetic creatures, who fight so heartily in the great battle.’ 
He cannot say, ‘I will stop in the tents while the strife is 
fought, and laugh at the fools who are trampled down in the 
useless struggle.’ He cannot do this. He can only do, humbly 
and fearfully, that which the Maker who created him has ap: 
pointed for him to do. Ifhe has a battle to fight, let him fight 
it faithfully ; but woe betide him if he skulks when his name is 
called in the mighty muster-roll, woe betide him if he hides in 
the tents when the tocsin summons him to the scene of war!” 

One of the servants brought candles into the library, and re- 
lighted the fire, but Robert Audley did not stir from his seat 
by the hearth. He sat as he had often sat in his chambers in 

ig-tree Court, with his elbows resting upon the arms of his 
chair, and his chin upon his hand. 

But he lifted his head as the servant was about to leave tue 


room. 

“Can I send a telegram from here to London ?” he asked. 

« Tt can be sent from Brentwood, sir,—not from here.” 

Mr. Audley looked at his watch, thoughtfully. 

4 One of the men can ride over to Brentwood, sir, if you wish 
env message to be sent.” 
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“I do wish to send a message; will you marage it for me, 
Richards P” 

“ Certainly, sir,” 

“You can wait, then, while I write the message P” 

Yes, sir.” 

The man brought writing materials from one of the side. 
tables, and placed them before Mr. Audley. 

Robert dipped a pen in the ink, and stared thoughtfully 
at one of the candles for a few moments before he began t 
write. 

The message ran thus :— 

“From Robert Audley, of Audley Court, Essex, to Francis 
Wilmington, of Paper Buildings, Temple. 

“Dear Wilmington, if you know any physician, experienced 
in cases of mania, and to be trusted with a secret, be so good as 
to send me his address by telegraph.” 

Mr. Audley sealed this document in a stout envelope, and 
handed it to the man, with a sovereign. 

“You will see that this is given to a trustworthy person, 
Richards,” he said, “and let the man wait at the station 
ee the return message. He ought to get it in an hour and a 

alf.” 

Mr. Richards, who had known Robert Audley in jackets and 
turn-down collars, departed to execute his commission. Heaven 
forbid that we should follow him into the comfortable ser- 
vants’ hall at the Court, where the household sat round 
the blazing fre, discussing in utter bewilderment the events 
of the day. 

Nothing could be wider from the truth than the speculations 
of these worthy people. What clue had they to the mystery of 
that ftre-lit room in which a guilty woman had knelt at their 
master’s feet to tell the story of her sinful life? They only 
knew that which Sir Michael’s valet had told them of thir 
sudden: journey. How his master was as pale as a sheet, and 
spoke in a strange voice that did not sound like his own, some 
how, and how you might have knocked him—Mr. Parsons, the 
valet—down with a feather, if you had been minded to prostrate 
him by the aid of so feeble a weapon. 

The wiseheads of the servants’ hall decided that Sir Michael 
had received sudden intelligence through Mr. Robert—they 
were wise enough to connect the young man with the catage 
trophe,—either of the death of some near and dear relation— 
the elder servants decimated the Audley family in their endea- 
vours to find a likely relation—or of some alarming fall in the 
funds—or of the failure of some speculation or bank in which 
the greater part of the baronet’s money was invested. The 
goneral leaning was towards the failure of a bank; and every 
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member of the assembly seemed to take a dismal and raven- 
like delight in the fancy; though such a supposition involved 
their own ruin in the general destruction of that liberal 
household. 

Robert sat by the dreary hearth, which seemed dreary even 
now when the blaze of a great wood-fire roared in the wile 
chimney, and listened to the low wail of the March wind, moan- 
ing round the house and lifting the shivering ivy from the walls 
it sheltered. He was tired and worn out, for it must be remem- 
bered that he had been awakened from his sleep at two o’clock 
that morning by the hot breath of blazing timber and the sharp 
crackling of burning wood-work. But for his presence of mind 
and cool decision, Mr. Luke Marks would have died a dreadful 
death. He still bore the traces of the night’s peril, for the dark 
hair had been singed upon one side of his forehead, and his left 
hand was red and inflamed from the effect of the scorching 
atmosphere, out of which he had dragged the landlord of the 
Castle Inn. He was thoroughly exhausted with fatigue and 
excitement, and he fell into a heavy sleep in his easy-chair 
before the bright fire, from which he was only awakened by the 
entrance of Mr. Richards with the return message. 

This return message was very brief. 

“Dear Audley, always glad to oblige. Alwyn Mosgrave, 


MD. 12, Saville Row. Safe.” 


This, with names and addresses, was all that the message 
contained. 

“T shall want another message taken to Brentwood to- 
morrow morning, Richards,” said Mr. Audley, as he folded the 
telegram. “TI should be glad if the man would ride over with 
it before breakfast. He shall have half-a-sovereign for his 
trouble.” 

Mr. Richards bowed. 

“Thank you, sir—not necessary, sir; but as you please, of 
course, sir,” he murmured. “At what hour might you wish 
the man to go?” 

Mr. Audley might wish the man to go as early as he could: 
bo it was decided that he should go at six. 

“My room is ready, I suppose, Richards P” said Robert. 

“Yes, sir—your old room.” 

“Very good. I shall go to bed at once. Bring me a glass 
of brandy-and-water as hot as you can make it, and wait for the 
telegram.” 

The second message was only a very earnest request ta 
Doctor Mosgrave to pay an immediate visit to Audley Court 
on à matter of serious moment. 

Having written this message, Mr. Audley felt that he had 
fone all that he could do. He drank his brandy-and-water. 
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He had actual need of the diluted alcohol, for he had been chitlod 
to the bone by his adventures during the fire. He slowly 
sipped the pale golden liquid and thought of Clara Talboys, of 
that earnest girl whose brother’s memory was now avenged, 
whose brother’s destroyer was humiliated in the dust. Had 
she heard of the fire at the Castle Inn? How could she have 
done otherwise than hear of it in such a place as Mount Stan- 
ning? But had she heard that he had been in danger, and that 
he had distinguished himself by the rescue of a drunken boor P 
Even sitting by that desolate hearth, and beneath the roof 
whose noble owner was an exile from his own house, Robert 
Audley was weak enough to think of these things—weak 
enough to let his fancy wander away to the dismal fir-trees 
under the cold February sky, and the dark-brown eyes that 
were 80 like the eyes of his lost friend. 


CHAPTER XXXVII. 
DR. MOSGRAVE’S ADVICE. 


My lady slept. Through that long winter night she slept 
soundly, Criminals have often so slept their last sleep upon 
earth; and have been found in the grey morning slumbering 
peacefully by the gaoler who came to awaken them. 

The game had been played and lost. I do not think that m 
lady had thrown away a card, cr missed the making of a td 
which she might by any possibility have made: but her oppo- 
nent’s hand had been too powerful for her, and he had won. 

She was more at peace now than she had ever been since that 
day—so soon after her second marriage—on which she had 
seen the announcement of the return of George Talboys from 
the gold-fields of Australia. She might rest now, for they now 
knew the worst of her. There were no new discoveries to be 
made. She had flung the horrible burden of an almost unen- 
durable secret off her shoulders, and her selfish sensuous nature 
resumed its mastery of her. She slept, peacefully nestled in 


her downy bed, under the soft mountain of silken coverlet, and 


in the sombre shade of the green velvet curtains. She had 
ordered her maid to sleep on a low couch in the same room, 
a she had also ordered that a lamp should be kept burning 
all night. 

It was not that she had any fear of shadowy visitations in 
the still hours of the night. She was too thoroughly seliish +o 
cure very much for anything that could not hurt her; and sae 
had never heard of a host doing any actual and palpable harm, 
She had feared Robert Audley, but she feared him no longer. 
He hrd dore his worst; she knew that he could do no more 
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without bringing everlasting disgrace upon the name ha 
venerated. 

“They” pe me away somewhere, I suppose,” my lady 
thought; “that is the worst they can do for me.” 

She looked upon herself as a species of state prisoner, who 
would have to be taken good care of, A second Iron Mask, 
who must be provided for in some comfortable place of confine- 
ment. She abandoned herself to a dull indifference. She had 
lived a hundred lives within the space of the last few days of 
her existence, and she had worn out her capacity for suffering ; 
for a time at least. 

She took a cup of strong green tea, and a few delicate frag- 
ments of toast the next morning with the same air of quiet 
relish common to condemned creatures who eat their last meal, 
while the gaolers look on to see that they do not bite fragments 
off the crockery, or swallow the teaspoon, or do any other 
violent act tending to the evasion of Mr. Jack Ketch. She ate 
her breakfast, and took her morning bath, and emerged, with 
perfumed hair, and in the most exquisitely careless of mornin 
toilets, from her luxurious dressing-room. She looked roun: 
at all the costly appointments of the room with a yearning 
lingering gaze before she turned to leave it; but there was not 
one tender recollection ia her mind of the man who had caused 
the furnishing of the chamber, and who in every precious toy 
that was scattered about in the reckless profusion of magni- 
ficence, had laid before her a mute evidence of his love. My 
lady was thinking how much the things had cost, and how 
painfully probable it was that the luxurious apartment would 
soon pass out of her possession. 

She looked at herself in the cheval-glass before she left the 
room. À long night’s rest had brought back the delicate rose- 
tints of her complexion, and the natural lustre of her blue eyes. 
That unnatural light which had burned so fearfully the day 
before had gone, and my lady smiled triumphantly as she con: 
templated the reflection of her beauty. The days were gone 
in which her enemies could have branded her with white-hot 
irons, and burned away the loveliness which had done such 
mischief. Whatever they did to her, they must leave her her 
beauty, she thought. At the worst they were powerless to rob 
her of that.. 

The March day was bright and sunny, with a cheerless sun- 
shine certainly. My lady wrapped herself in an Indian shawl; : 
a shawl that had cost Sir Michael a hundred guineas. Perhaps 
she had an idea that it would be well to wear this costly gare 
ment; so that if hustled suddenly away, she might carry at 
least one of her possessions with her. Remember how much 
whe had perilled for a fine hovse and gorgeous furniture, for 
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carriages and horses, jewels and laces; and do not wonder if 
she clung with a desperate tenacity to gauds and gew-gavs in 
the hour of her despair. If she had been Judas, she would 
have held to her thirty pieces of silver to the last moment «+ 
her shameful life. 

Mr. Robert Audley breakfasted in the library. He sat lon 
over his solitary cup of tea, smoking his meerschaum pipe, an 
meditating darkly upon the task that lay before him. 

“ I will appeal to the experience of this Dr. Mosgrave,” he 
thought; ‘physicians and lawyers are the confessors of this 
prosaic nineteenth century. Surely he will be able to help me.” 

The first fast train from London arrived at Audley at half- 
past ten o’clock, and at five minutes before eleven, Richards, 
the grave servant, announced Dr. Alwyn Mosgrave. 

The physician from Saville Row was a tall man of about 
fifty years of age. He was thin and sallow, with lantern jaws, 
and eyes of a pale feeble grey, that seemed as if they had once 
been blue, and had faded by the progress of time to their 
present neutral shade. However powerful the science of 
medicine as wielded by Dr. Alwyn Mosgrave, it had not been 
strong enough to put flesh upon his bones, or brightness into his 
face. He had a strangely expressionless, and yet strangely 
attentive, countenance. He had the face of a man who had 
spent the greater part of his life in listening to other people, 
and who had parted with his own individuality, and his own 
passions, at the very outset of his career. 

He bowed to Robert Audley, took the opposite seat indicated 
by him, and addressed his attentive face to the young barrister. 
Robert saw that the physician’s glance for a moment lost its 
quiet look of attention, and became earnest and searching. 

“ He is wondering whether I am the patient,” thought Mr. 
ae “and is looking for the diagnoses of madness in my 
ace.” 

Dr. Mosgrave spoke as if in answer to this thought. 

“It is not about your own—health—that you wish to consult 
meP” he said, interrogatively. 

“ Oh, no!” 

Dr. Mosgrave looked at his watch, a fifty guinea Berson: 
made chronometer, which be carried loose in his waisicoat 
pocket as carelessly as 1f 16 had peen a potato. 

_ “I need not remind you that my time is precious,” he said; 
“your telegram informed me that my services were required in 
a case of—danger—as I apprehend, or I should not be hem 
this morning.” 

Robert Audley had sat looking gloomily at the fire, wondering 
now he should begin the conversation, ana had needed this 
reminder of the physician’s ntesence. 
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* You are very good, Dr, Mosgrave,” he said, rousing himself 
by an effort, “and I thank you very much for having responded 
to my summons. I am about to appeal to you upon a subject 
which is more painful to me than words can describe. I am 
about to implore your advice in a most difficult case, and I 
trust, almost blindly, to your experience to rescue me, and 
others who are very dear to me, from a cruel and complicated 
position.” 

The business-like attention in Dr. Mosgrave’s face grew into 
a look of interest as he listened to Robert Audley. 

“The revelation made by the patient to the physician is I 
believe as sacred as the confession of a penitent to his priest P ” 
Robert asked, gravely. : 

“ Quite as sacred.’ 

“A solemn confidence, to be violated under no circum- 
stances P” 

“ Most certainly.” 

Robert Audley looked at the fire again. How much should 
a or how little, of the dark history of his uncle’s second 
wife 

“TI have been given to understand, Dr. Mosgrave, that you 
have beg much of your attention to the treatment of in- 
sanity P’ 

ss vu, my practice is almost confined to the treatment of 
mental diseases.” 

“Such being the case, I think I may venture to conclude 
that you sometimes receive strange and even terrible reve- 
lations.” 

Dr. Mosgrave bowed. 

He looked like a man who could have carried, safely locked 
in his passionless breast, the secrets of a nation, and who would 
have suffered no inconvenience from the weight of such a 
burden. 

“The story which I am about to tell you is not my own 
story,” said Robert, after a pause, “ you will forgive me, there- 
fore, if I once more remind you that I can only reveal it upon 
the understanding that under no circumstances, or upm no 
apparent justification, is that confidence to be betrayed.” 

r. Mosgrave bowed again. A little sternly perhaps this 
time. 

“TI am all attention, Mr. Audley,” he said, coldly. 

Robert Audley drew his chair nearer to that of the physician, 
and in a low voice began the story which my lady had told upon 
her knees in the same chamber upon the previous night. Dr. 
Mosgrave’s listening face, turned always towards the speaker, 
betrayed no surprise at that strange revelation. He smiled 
once, a grave, quiet mile, when Mr. Audley came to that part 
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of the story whick told of the conspiracy at Ventnor, but le 
was not surprised. Robert Audley ended his story at the point 
at which Sir Michael Audley had interrupted my lady’s con- 
fession. He told nothing of the disappearance of Georga 
Talboys, nor of the horrible suspicions that had grown out of 
that disappearance. He told nothing of the fire at the Castle 
In 


n. 

Dr. Mosgrave shook his head gravely when Mr. Andley came 
to the end of his story. 

“ You have nothing further to tell me? ” he said. 

“No. I do not think there is anything more that need be 
told,” Robert answered, rather evasively. 

“You would wish to prove that this lady is mad, and there- 
fore irresponsible for her actions, Mr. Audley?” said the 
physician. 

Robert Audley stared wonderingly at the mad doctor. By 
wha’ process had he so rapidly arrived at the young man’s 
secret desire P 

“Yes, I would rather, if possible, think her mad. I should 
be glad to find that excuse for her.” 

“ And to save the esclandre of some legal process, I suppose, 
Mr. Audley ? ” said Dr. Mosgrave. 

Robert shuddered as he bowed an assent to this remark. It 
was something worse than any common legal process that he 
dreaded with a horrible fear. It was a trial for murder that so 
long had haunted his dreams. How often he had awoke in an 
agony of shame from a vision of a crowded court-house, and his 
uncle’s wife, in a criminal dock, hemmed in on every side by 4 
sea of eager faces. 

“T fear that I shall not be of any use to you,” the physician 
said, quietly. “I will see the lady if you please, but I do not 
believe that she is mad.” 

“Why not?” 


“ Because there is no evidence of madness in anything that — 


she has done. She ran away from her home, because her home 
was not a pleasant one, and she left it in the hope of finding a 
better. There is no madness in that. She committed the crime 
of bigamy, because by that crime she obtained fortune and 
position. There is no madness there. When she found herself 
in a desperate position, she did not grow desperate. She 
employed intelligent means, and she carried out a conspiracy 
which required coolness and deliberation in its execution. There 
is no madness in that.” 

“ But the taints of hereditary insanity ——” 

“May descend to the third generation and appear in the 
lady’s children, if she have any. Madness is not necessarily 
transmitted from mother to daughter. I should be glad to help 
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you, if 1 could, Mr. Audley, but I do not think there is any 
proof of insanity in the story you have told me. I do not think 
any jury in England would accept the plea of insanity in such 
a case as this. The best thing that you can do with this lady 
is to send her back to her first husband; if he will have her.” 

Robert started at this sudden mention of his friend. “ Her 
first husband is dead,” he answered, “at least he has been 
see for some time—and I have reason to believe that he is 

ead.” 

Dr. Mosgrave saw the startled movement, and heard the 
embarrassment in Robert Audley’s voice as he spoke of George 
Talboys. 
se The lady’s first husband is missing,” he said, with a strange 
emphasis on the word—“ you think that he is dead.” 

He paused for a few moments and looked at the fire, as 
Robert had looked before. 

“Mr, Audley,” he said presently, “there must be no half- 
confidences between us. You have not told me all.” 

Robert, looking up suddenly, plainly expressed in his face the 
surprise he felt at these words. 

“I should be very poorly able to meet the contingencies of 
my professional experience,” said Dr. Mosgrave, “if I could not 

erceive where confidence ends and reservation begins. You 
eal only told me half this lady’s story, Mr. Audley. You 
must tell me more before I can offer you any advice. What has 
become of the first husband ? ” 

He asked this question in a decisive tone. As if he knew it 
to be the key-stone of an arch. 

“T have already told you, Dr. Mosgrave, that I do not know.” 

“Yes,” answered the physician, “but your face has told me 
what you would have withheld from me: it has told me that 
you suspect |” 

Robert Audley was silenx. 

“If I am to be of use to you, you must trust me, Mr. 
Audley,” said the physician. “The first husband disappeared 
—how and when? I want to know the history of his disap- 
pearance.” 

Robert paused for some time before he replied to this speech ; 
but by-and-by he lifted his head, which had been bent in ay 
attitude of earnest thought, and addressed the physician. 

“T will trust you, Dr. Mosgrave,” he said, “I will confide 
entirely in your honour and goodness. I do not ask you to do 
any wrong to society; but I ask you to save our stainless name 
from degradation and shame, if you can do-so conscientiously.” 

He told the story of George’s disappearance, and of his owa 
doubts and fears, owas knows how reluctantly. 

Dr. Mosgrave l'stened as quietly as he had listened befora 
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Robert concluded with an earnest appeal to the physician’s best 
feelings. He implored him to spare the generous old man, 
whose fatal confidence in a wicked woman Yad brought suci 
misery upon his declining years. q 

Tt was impossible to draw any conclusion either favourable 
or otherwise from Dr. Mosgrave’s att-ative face. He rose 
when Robert had finished speaking, and looked at his watch 
voce more. : 

“T can only spare you twenty mirates,” he said. “TI will 
gee ma lady if you please. You say her mothor died in a mad- 
house P” 

“She did. Will you see Lady Andiuy alone P” 

“Yes, alone, if you please.” 

Robert rang for my lady’s-maid, and vnder convoy of that 
smart young damsel the physician found hia vay to the octagon 
ante-chamber, and the fairy boudoir with which it communi- 
cated. 

Ten minutes afterwards he returned to the library, in which 
Robert sat waiting for him. 

“T have talked to the lady,” he said, quietly, “and we 
understand each other very well. There is latent insanity ! 
Insanity which might never appear; or which might appear 
only once or twice in a life-time. Tt would be dementia in its 
worst phase, perhaps: acute mania; but its duration would be 
very brief, and it would only arise under extreme mental pres- 
sure. The lady is not mad; but she has the hereditary taint in 
her blood. She has tine cunning of madness, with the prudence 
of intelligence. I will tell you what she is, Mr. Audley. She 
is dangerous !” J © 

Dr. Mosgrave walked up and down the room once or twice 
before he spoke again. 

“TI will not discuss the probabilities of the suspicion that 
distresses you, Mr. Audley,” he said presently, “but I will tell 
you this much. I do not advise any esclandre. This Mr. 
George Talboys has disappeared, but you have no evidence of 
his death. If you could produce evidence of his death, you 
could produce no evidence against this lady beyond the one 
fact that she had a powerful motive for getting rid of him. No 
jury in the United Kingdom would condemn her upon such 
evidence as that.” 

Robert Audley interrupted Doctor Mosgrave hastily. 

“T assure you, my dear sir,” he said, “that my greatest fear 
ia the necessity of any exposure—any disgrace.” 

“Certainly, Mr. Audley,” answered the physician, coolly, 
“but you cannot expect me to assist you to condone one of the 
worst offences against society. If I saw adequate reason for 
believing that a murder had Leen sommitted by thie woman, I 
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should refuse to assist you in smuggling her away out of the 
reach of justice, although the honour of a hundred noble families 
might be saved by my doing so. But I do not see adequate 
reason for your suspicions; and I will do my best to help 

ou.” 


y 
Robert Audley grasped the physician’s hands in both his 


own. 

“JT will thank you when I am better able to do so,” he said, 
with emotion. “I will thank you in my uncle’s name as well as 
m my own.” 

“T have only five minutes more, and I have a letter to 
write,’ said Doctor Mosgrave, smiling at the young man’s 
energy. 

Ae peated himself at a writing-table in the window, dipped 
his pen in the ink, and wrote rapidly for about seven minutes. 
He had filled three sides of a sheet of note paper when he threw 
down his pen and folded his letter. 

He put this letter into an envelope and delivered it, unsealed, 
to Robert Audley. 

The address which it bore was— 


Monsieur Val, 
Villebrumeuse, 
Belgium. 


Mr. Audley looked rather doubtfully from this address to the 
doctor, who was putting on his gloves as deliberately as if his 
life had never known a more solemn purpose than the proper 
adjustment of them. 

“That letter,” he said, in answer to Robert Audley’s inquir- 
ing look, “is written to my friend Monsieur Val, the proprietor - 
and medical superintendent of a very excellent maison de santé 
in the town of Villebrumeuse.. We huve known each other fn 
many years, and he will no doubt willingly receive Lady Audley 
into his establishment, and charge himself with the full respon- 
sibility of her future life; it will not be a very eventful one !” 

Robert Audley would have spoken, he would have once more 
expressed his gratitude for the help which had been given to 
him, but Doctor Mosgrave checked him with an authoritative 
gesture. 

“From the moment in which Lady Audley enters that 
house,” he said, “her life, so far as life is made up of action 
and variety, will be finished. Whatever secrets she may have 
will be secrets for ever! Whatever crimes she may have com- 
mitted, she will be able to commit’no more. If you were to dig 
a grave for her in the nearest churchyard and bury her alive in 
it, you could not more saimy shut her from the world and all 
worldly associations. But as a physiologist and as on honesi 
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man, I believe you could do no better service to society than by 
doing this; for physiology is a lie if the woman I saw ten 
minutes ago is a woman to be trusted at large. If she could 
have sprung at my throat and strangled me with her little 
hands, as I sat talking to her just now, she would have 
done it.” 

“She suspected your purpose, then P” 

“She knew it. ‘You think I am mad like my mother, and 
you have come to question me,’ she said. ‘You are watching 
for some sign of the dreadful taint in my blood.’ Good day ta 
you, Mr. Audley,” the physician added, hurriedly, “my time 
was up ten minutes ago; it is as much as I shall do to catch the 
train.’ 





CHAPTER XXXVIIL 
BURIED ALIVE, 


Rosert Avpiry sat alone in the library with the physician's 
letter upon the table before him, thinking of the work which 
was still to be done. 

The yoang barrister had constituted himself the denouncer 
of this wretched woman. He had been her judge; and he 
was now her gaoler. Not until he had delivered the letter 
which lay before him to its proper address, not until he had 
aber up his charge into the safe keeping of the foreign mad- 

ouse doctor, not until then would the dreadful burden be 
removed from him and his duty done. 

He wrote a few lines to my lady, telling her that he was 
going to carry her away from Audley Court to a place from 
which she was not likely to return, and requesting her to lose 
no time in preparing for the journey, which would be rather a 
long one. He wished to start that evening, if possible, he 
told her. 

Miss Susan Martin, the lady’s-maid, thought it a very hard 
thing to have to pack her mistress’s trunks in such a hurry, 


* but my lady assisted in the task. It seemed a pleasant excito- 


ment to her, this folding and refolding of silks and velvets, thia 
gathering together of jewels and millinery. They were not 
going to rob her of all her possessions, she thought. They were 
going to send her away to some place of exile: but even exile 
was not hopeless, for there was scarcely any spot upon this 
wide earth in which her beauty would not constitute a little 


"royalty, and win her liege knights and willing subjects. She 


toiled resolutely in directing and assisting her servant, who 
scented bankruptcy and ruin in all this packing up and hurry- 
ing away, and was therefore rather languid and indifferent w 
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the discharge of her duties; and at six o’clock in the evening 
ehe sent her attendant to tell Mr. Audley that she was ready to 
depart as soon as he pleased. 

Robert had consulted a volume of Bradshaw, and had dis- 
covered that Villebrumense lay out of the track of all railway 
traffic, and was only approachable by diligence from Brussels. 
The mail for Dover let London Bridge at half-past eight 
o'clock, and could be easily caught by Robert and fs charge, 
as the 6.40 o’clock up-train from Audley reached Shoreditch at 
a quarter to eight. Travelling by the Dover and Calais route, 
they would reach Villebrumeuse by the following afternoon or 
evening. 

What need have we to follow them upon that dismal night 
journey? My lady lay on one of the narrow cabin couches, 
comfortably wrapped in her furs; she had not forgotten her 
favourite Russian sables even in this last hour of shame and 
misery. Her mercenary soul hankered greedily after the costly 
and beautiful things of which she had been mistress. She had 
hidden away fragile teacups and covered vases of Sévres and 
Dresden among the folds of her silken dinner dresses. She had 
secreted jewelled drinking cups amongst her delicate linen. 
She would have taken the pictures from the walls, and the 
Gobelin tapestry from the chairs, had it been possible for her to 
do so. She had taken all she could, and she accompanied 
Mr. Audley with a sulky submission, that was the despondent 
obedience of despair. 

Robert Audley paced the deck of the steamer as the Dover 
clocks were ee te twelve, and the town glimmered like a 
luminous crescent across the widening darkness of the sea. The 
vessel flew swiftly through the rolling waters towards the 
friendly Gallic shore, and Mr. Audley sighed a long sigh of 
relief as he remembered how soon his work would be done. He 
thought of the wretched creature lying forlorn und friendless in 
the cabin below. But when he pitied her most, and he could 
not but sometimes pity her for her womanhood and her help- 
lessness, his friend’s face came back upon him, bright and 
hopeful as he had seen it only on that first day of George’s 
return from the Antipodes, and with that memory there 
returned his horror of the shameful lie that had broken the 
husband’s heart. 

“ Can I ever forget itP ” he thought; “can I ever forget his 
blank white face as he sat opposite to me in the coffee-house, 
with the Times newspaper in his hand? There are some 
crimes that can never be atoned for, and this is one of them. 
If I could bring George Talboys to life to-morrow, I could never 
heal that horrible heart-wound; I could never make him the 
man he was before he read that printed lie.” 


\ 
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It was late in the afternoon of the next day when the dili- 
gence bumped and rattled over the uneven paving of the prin- 
cipal street in Villebrumeuse. The old ecclesiastical town, 
always dull and dreary, seemed more than ordinarily dreary 
ander the grey evening a The twinkling lamps, lighted 
early, and glimmering feebly, long distances apart, made the 
place seem darker rather than lighter, as glow-worms intensify 
the blackness of a hedge by their shining presence. The 
remote Belgian city was a forgotten, old-world place, and bore 
the dreary evidence of decay upon every façade in the narrow 
streets, on every dilapidated roof, and feeble pile of chimneys. 
It was difficult to imagine for what reason the opposite rows of 
houses had been built so close together as to cause the lum- 
bering diligence to brush the foot-passengers off the wretched 
trottoir, unless they took good care to scrape the shop windows 
with their garments, for there was building-room enough and te 
spare upon the broad expanse of flat country that lay behind 
the old city. Hypercritical travellers might have wondered 
why the narrowest and most uncomfortable streets were the 
busiest and most prosperous, while the nobler and broader 
thoroughfares were empty and deserted. But Robert Audley 
thought of none of these things. He sat in a corner of the 
mouldy carriage, watching my lady in the opposite corner, and 
wondering what the face was like that was so carefully hidden 
beneath her veil. 

They had had the cowpé of the diligence to themselves for the 
whole of the journey, for there were not many travellers between 
Brussels and Villebrumeuse, and the public conveyance was 
supported by the force of tradition, rather than by any great 
profit attaching to it as a speculation. 

My lady had not spoken during the journey, except to decline 
some refreshments which Robert had offered her at a halting- 

lace upon the road. Her heart sank when they left Bruel 

hind, for she had hoped that city might have been the end of 
her journey, and she had turned with a feeling of sickness and 
ge from the dull ‘Belgian landscape. 

She looked up at last as the vehicle jolted into a great 
stony quadrangle, which had been the approach to a monas- 
tery once, but which was now the courtyard of a dismal 
- hotel, in whose cellars legions of rats skirmished and squeaked 
si while the broad sunshine was bright in the chambers 
above. 

Lady Audley shuddered as she alighted from the diligence, 
and found herself in that dreary courtyard. Robert was sur- 
rounded by chattering porters, who clamoured for his “bag- 
gages,” and disputed amongst themselves as to the hotel at 
which he was to rest. One of these men ran away to fetch a 
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hackney-coach at Mr. Audley’s behest, and reappeared pre- 
sently, urging on a pair of horses—which were so small as ta 
suggest the idea that they had been made out of one ordinary: 
sized animal—with wild shrieks and whoops that had a dem 
niac sound in the darkness. 

Mr. Audley left my lady in a dreary coffee-room in the care 
of a drowsy attendant, while he drove away to some distant 
part of the quiet city. There was official business to be gone 
through before Sir Michael’s wife could be quietly put away in 
the place suggested by Dr. Mosgrave. Robert had to see all 
manner of important personages; and to take numerous oaths; 
and to exhibit the English physician’s letter; and to go through 
much ceremony of signing and countersigning, before he could 
take his lost friend’s cruel wife to the home which was to be her 
last upon earth. Upwards of two hours elapsed before all this 
was arranged and the young man was free to return to the 
hotel, where he found his charge staring absently at a pair of 
wax candles, witn a cup of untasted coffee standing cold and 
stagnant before her. 

obert handed my lady into the hired vehicle, and took hie 
seat opposite to her once more. 

“ Where are you going to take me P” she asked, at last. “I 
am tired of being treated like some naughty child, who is put 
into a dark cellar as a punishment for its offences. Where are 
you taking me P ” 

“To a place in which you will have ample leisure to repent 
the past, Mrs. Talboys,” Robert answered, gravely. 

They had left the paved streets behind them, and ha 
emerged out of a great gaunt square, in which there appeared 
to be about half a dozen cathedrals, into a smooth Rae 
a broad lamp-lit road, on which the shadows of the leafless 
branches went and came tremblingly, like the shadows of 
paralytic skeletons. There were houses here and there upon 
this boulevard; stately houses, entre cowr et jardin, and with 
plaster vases of geraniums on the stone pillars of the ponderous 
gateways. The rumbling hackney-carriage drove upwards of 
three-quarters of a mile along this smooth roadway before it 
drew up against a gateway, older and more ponderous than any 
of those they had passed. 

My lady gave a little scream as she looked out of the coach 
window. ‘The gaunt gateway was lighted by an enormous 
lamp; a great structure of iron and glass, in which one poor 
little shivering flame struggled with the March wind. 

The coachman rang the bell, and a little wooden door at the 
side of the gate was opened by a grey-haired man, who looked 
out at the carriage, and then retired. He reappeared three 
minutes afterwards behind the folding iron gates, which ba 
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unlocked and threw back to their full extent, revealing a dream 
desert of stone-paved courtyard. 

The coachman led his wretched horses into this courtyard, 
and piloted the vehicle to the principal doorway of the house, 
a great mansion of white stucco, with several long ranges of 
windows, many of which were dimly lighted, and looked out 
bee the pale eyes of weary watchers upon the darkness of the 
night. 

My lady, watchful and quiet as the cold stars in the wintry 
sky, looked up at these casements with an earnest and scru« 
tinizing gaze. One o* the windows was shrouded by a scanty 
curtain of faded red, and upon this curtain there went and 
came a dark shadow, the shadow of a woman with a fantastio 
head-dress, the shadow of a restless creature, who paced per- 
petually backwards and forwards before the window. 

Sir Michael Audley’s wicked wife laid her hand suddenly 
upon Robert’s arm, and pointed with the other hand to this 
curtained window. 

“I know where you have brought me,” she said. “This is a 
Man-Hovss.” 

Mr. Audley did not answer her. He had been standing at 
the door of the coach when she addressed him, and he quietly 
assisted her to alight, and led her up a flight of shallow stone- 
steps, and into the entrance-hall of the mansion. He handed 
Dr. Mosgrave’s letter to a neatly-dressed, cheerful-looking, 
middle-aged woman, who came tripping out of a little chamber 
which adjoined the hall, and was very much like the bureau of 
an hotel. This person smilingly welcomed Robert and his 
charge; and after despatching a servant with the letter, 
invited them into her pleasant little apartment, which was 
gaily furnished with bright amber curtains and heated by a 
tiny stove. 

“Madame finds herself very much fatigued,” the French- 
woman said, interrogatively, with a look of intense sympathy, 
as she placed an arm-chair for my lady. 

“Madame” shrugged her shoulders wearily, and looked round 
the little chamber with a sharp glance of scrutiny that betokened 
no very great favour. 

“Wuar is this place, Robert Audley?” she cried, fiercely. 
“Do you think that I am a baby, that you may juggle with 
and deceive me—what is itP Itis what ? said just now, is it 
not P” 

“Tt is a maison de santé, my lady,” the young man answered 
gravely. “I have no wish to juggle with or to deceive you.” 
ae y lady paused for a few moments, looking reflectively at — 

ert. 


“A maison. de santé!” ghe repeated. “Yes, they manage 
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ese things bouter m France. In England we shoma call it 
a mad-house. This a house for mad people, this, is it not, 
Madame ?” she said, in French, turning upon the woman, and 
tapping the polished floor with her foot. 

“Ah, but no, Madame,” the woman answered, with a ghrill 
scream of protest. “It is an establishment of the most agree- 
able, where one amuses oneself——” 

She was interrupted by the entrance of the principal of this 
agreeable establishment, who came beaming into the room with 
a radiant smile illuminating his countenance, and with Dr. 
Mosgrave’s letter open in his hand. 

It was impossible for him to say how enchanted he was to 
make the acquaintance of M’sieu. There was nothing upon 
earth which he was not ready to do for M’sieu in his own per- 
son, and nothing under heaven which he would not strive to 
accomplish for him, as the friend of his acquaintance, so very 
much distinguished, the English doctor. r. Mosgrave’s let- 
ter had given him a brief synopsis of the case, he informed 
sobert, in an under-tone, and he was quite prepared to under- 
take the care of the charming and very interesting Madame— 
Madame—— 

He rubbed his hands politely, and looked at Robert. Mr. 
Audley remembered, for the first time, that he had been 
recommended to introduce his wretched charge under a feigned 
name. 

He affected not to hear the proprictor’s question. It might 
seem a very easy matter to have hit upon a heap of names, any 
one of which would have answered his purpose; but Mr. Audley 
appeared suddenly to have forgotten that he had ever heard 
ea mortal appellation except that of himself and his lost 

iend. 

Perhaps the proprietor perceived and understood his embar- 
rassment. He at any rate relieved it by turning to the woman 
who had received them, and muttering something about No. 14, 
Bis. The woman selected one particular key from a long range 
of keys that hung over the mantel-piece, and took a wax candle 
from a bracket in a corner of the room, and having lighted the 
candle, led the way across the stone-paved hall, and up a broad 
slippery staircase of polished wood. 

The English physician had informed his Belgian colleague 
that money a be of minor consequence in any arrange: 





ments made for the comfort of the English lady who was to be 
committed to his care. Acting upon this hint, Monsieur Val 
opened the outer door of a stately suite of apartments, which 
included a lobby, paved with alternate diamonds of black and 
- white marble, but of a dismal and cellarlike darkness; a saloon 
furnished with gloomy velvet draperies, and with a certain 
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funereal splendour which is not peculiarly conducive to the 
elevation of the spirits; and a bed-chamber of like funereal 
splendour. 

My lady stared dismally round at the range of rooms, which 
looked dreary enough in the wan light of a single wax candle, 
This solitary flame, pale and ghostlike in itself, was multiplied 
by paler phantoms of its ghostliness, which glimmered every- 
where about the rooms; in the shadowy depths of the polished 
floors and wainscot, or the window panes, in the looking-glasses, 
or in those glimmering surfaces which adorned the rooms, and 
which my lady mistook for costly mirrors, but which were in 
reality wretched mockeries of burnished tin. 

Amid all the faded splendour of shabby velvet, and tarnished 
gilding, and polished wood, the woman dropped into an arm- 
chair, and covered her face with her hands. The whiteness of 
them, and the starry light of diamonds trembling about them, 
eg tat in the dimly-lighted chamber. She sat silent, motion- 
ess, despairing, sullen, and angry, while Robert and the French 
doctor retired into an outer chamber, and talked together in 
under-tones. Mr. Audley had very little to say that had 
not been already said for him, with a far better grace than 
he himself could have expressed it, by the English physician. 
He had, after great trouble of mind, hit upon the name of 
Taylor, as a safe and simple substitute for that other name to 
which alone my lady had a right. He told the Frenchman 
that this Mrs. Taylor was distantly related to him—that she 
had inherited the seeds of madness from her mother, as indeed 
Dr. Mosgrave had informed Monsieur Val, and that she had 
shown some fearful tokens of the lurking taint that was latent 
in her mind; but that she was not to be called “mad.” He 
begged that she might be treated with all tenderness and eom- 
pe that she might receive all reasonable indulgences; 

ut he impressed upon Monsieur Val, that under no circum- 
stances was she to be permitted to leave the house and grounds 
without the protection of some reliable’ person, who should be 
answerable is her safe keeping. He had only one other point 
to urge, and that was that Monsieur Val, who, as he had under- 
stood, was himself a Protestant—the doctor bowed—would 
make arrangements with some kind and benevolent Protestant 
Seema, through whom spiritual advice and consolation 

8 


might be secured for the invalid lady; who had especial necd, 


Robert added, gravely, of such advantages. 

This—with all necessary arrangements as to pecuniary mat- 
ters, which were to be setiled from time to time between Mr, 
Audley and the doctor, unassisted by any agents whatever— 
was the extent of the conversation between the two men, and 
occupied about a quarter ofan hour. My lady sat in the somo 
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attitude when they re-entered the bedchamber in which they 
tad left her, with tis hands still clasped over her face 

Robert bent over her to whisper in her ear. 

“Your name here is Madame Taylor,” he said. “I do not 
think you would wish to be known by your real name.” 

She only shook her head in answer to him, and did not even 
remove her hands from over her face. 

“ Madame will have an attendant entirely devoted to her ser- 
vice,” said Monsieur Val. “ Madame will have all her wishes 
obeyed; her reasonable wishes, but that goes without saying,” 
Monsieur adds, with a quaint shrug. “ Every effort will be made 
to render Madame’s sojourn at Villebrumeuse agreeable, and as 
much profitable as agreeable. | The inmates dine together when 
it is wished. I dine with the inmates, sometimes; my subordi- 
nate, a clever and a worthy man, always. I reside with my wife 
and children in a little pavilion in the grounds; my subordinate 
resides in the establishment. Madame may rely upon our 
utmost efforts being exerted to ensure her comfort.” 

Monsieur is saying a great deal more to the same effect, rub- 
bing his hands and beaming radiantly upon Robert and his 
charge, when Madame rises suddenly, erect and furious, and 
dropping her jewelled fingers from before her face, tells him to 
hold his tongue. 

“Leave me alone with the man who has brought me here!” 
she cried, in French. “ Leave me!” 

She points to the door with a sharp imperious gesture; 80 
rapid that the silken drapery about her arm makes a swooping 
sound as she lifts her hand. The sibilant French syllables hiss 
through her teeth as she utters them, and seem better fitted to 
her mood and to herself than the familiar English she has spoken 
hitherto. 

The French doctor shrugs his shoulders a$ he goes out into 
the dark lobby, and mutters something about a “ beautiful 
devil,” and a gesture worthy of “the Mars.” When he had 
gone in, my lady walked with a rapid footstep to the door be- 
tween the bedchamber and the saloon; closed it, and with the 
handle of the door still in her hand, turned and looked at Robert 
Audley. 

gi You have brought me to my grave, Mr. Audley,” she cried ; 
“you have used your power basely and cruelly, and have 
brought me to a living grave.” 

“T have done that which I thought just to others and merciful 
to you,” Robert answered quietly ; “I should have been a traitor 
to society had I suffered you to remain at liberty after—after 
the disappearance of George Talboys and the fire at the Castle 
Inn. I have brought you to a place in which you will be kindly 
treated by people who have no knowledge of your story-—no 
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power to taunt or to reproach you. You will lead a quiet ant 
peaceful life, my lady, such a life as many a good and holy 
woman in this Catholic country freely takes upon herself, and 
happily endures to the end. ‘The inde of your existence in 
this place will be no greater than that of a king’s daughter, who, 
flying from the evil of the time, was glad to take shelter in a 
house as tranquil as this. Surely it is a small atonement which 
I ask you to render for your sins, a light penance which I call 
upon you to perform. Live here and repent; nobody will 
assail you, nobody will torment you. I only say to you, repent!” 

“T cannot!” cried my lady, pushing ee hair fiercely from 
her white forehead, and fixing her dilated eyes upon Robert 
Audley, “I cannot! Has my beauty brought me to this ? Have 
I plotted and schemed to shield myself, and lain awake in the 
long deadly nights trembling to think of my dangers for this ? 
T had better have given up at once, since this was to be the end. 
I had better have yielded to the curse that was upon me, and 
abandoned myself to my fate when George Talboys first came 
back to England.” 

She plucked at the feathery golden curls as if she would have 
torn them from her head. It had served her so little after all— 
that bright glittering hair; that beautiful nimbus of yellow 
light which had contrasted so exquisitely with the melting azure 
of her eyes. She hated herself and her beauty. 

“I would laugh at you and defy you if I dared!” she cried ; 
“ I would defy you, and kill myself if Idared! But I am a poor 
pitiful coward, and have been so from the first: afraid of my 
mother’s horrible inheritance; afraid of poverty; afraid of 
George Talboys; afraid of you.” 

She was silent for a little while, but she still held her place by 
the door, as if determined to detain Robert as long as it was her 
pleasure to do so. 

“Do you know what I am thinking of? ” she said, presently. 
* Do you know what I am thinking of, as I look at you in the 
dim light of this room? I am thinking-of the day upon which 
George Talboys—disappeared.” 

Robert started as she mentioned the name of his lost friend; 
his face turned pale in the dusky light, and his breathing 
grew quicker and louder. 

“He was standing opposite me as you are standing now,” 
continued my lady. “ You said that you would raze the old 
house to the ground; that you would root up every tree in the 

rdens to find your dead friend. You would have had no need 

do so much. The body of George Talboys lies at the bottom 
cf the old well, in the shrubbery beyond the lime-walk.” 

Robert Audley flung up his hands and clasped them above — 
his head with one loud cry of horror. 
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* Ok, my God!” he said, after a dreadful pause, “have all the 
ghastly things that I have thought prepared me so little for 

e ghastly truth, that it should come upon me like this at last P” 

“He came to me in the lime-walk,” resumed my lady, in the 
same hard, dogged tone as that in which she had confessed the 
wicked story of her life. “I knew that he would come, and I 
had prepared myself, as well as I could, to meet him. I was 
determined to bribe him, to cajole him, to defy him; to do any- 
thing sooner than abandon the wealth and the position I had 
won, and go back to my old life. He came, and he reproached 
me for the conspiracy at Ventnor. He declared that so long as 
he lived he would never forgive me for the lie that had broken 
his heart. He told me that I had plucked his heart out of his 
breast and trampled upon it; and that he had now no heart in 
which to feel one sentiment of mercy for me; he declared that 
he would have forgiven me any wrong upon earth, except the one 
deliberate and passionless wrong which I had done him. He said 
this and a great deal more, and he told me that no power on 
earth should turn him from his purpose, which was to take me 
to the man I had deceived, and make me tell my wicked story. 
He did not know the hidden taint that I had sucked in with my 
mother’s milk. He did not know that it was possible to drive 
me mad. He goaded me as you have goaded me; he was as 
merciless as you have been merciless. We were in the shrubbery 
at the end of the lime-walk. I was seated upon the broken 
masonry at the mouth of the well. George Talboys was leaning 
upon the disused windlass, in which the rusty iron spindle 
rattled loosely whenever he shifted his position. I rose at last, 
and turned upon him to defy him, as I had determined to defy 
him at the worst. I told him that if he denounced me to Sir 
Michael, I would declare him to be a madman or a liar, and I 
defied him to convince the man who loved me—blindly as I told 
him—that he had any claim tome. I was going to leave him 
after having told him this, when he caught me by the wrist and 
detained me by force. You saw the bruises that his fingers 
made upon my wrist, and you did not believe the account I gave 
of them. I could see that, Mr. Robert Audley, and I saw that 
you were a person I should have to fear.” 

She paused, as if she had expected Robert to speak; but he 
stood silent and motionless waiting for the end. 


“George Talboys treated meas you treated me,” she said, 


resently. ‘He swore that if there was but one witness of my 
identity, and that witness was removed from Audley Court. by 
the width of the whole earth, he would bring him there to swear 
to my identity, and to denounce me. It was then that I was 
mad. It was then that I drew the loose iron spindle from the 
shrunken wood, and saw my first husband sink “jth one 
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horrible cry into the black mouth of the well. There is g 
legend of its enormous depth. I do not know how deep it is. 
It is dry, I suppose; for I heard no splash; only a dull thud. 
I looked down and I saw nothing but black emptiness. I knelt 
down and listened, but the cry was not repeated, though I 
waited for nearly a quarter of an hour—God knows how long it 
seemed to me—by the mouth of the well.” 

Robert Audley uttered no word of horror when the story was 
finished. He moved a little nearer towards the door against 
which Helen Talboys stood. Had there been any other means 
of exit from the room, he would gladly have availed himself of 
it. He shrank from even a momentary contact with this 
creature. 

“Let me pass you, if you please,” he said, in an icy voice. 

“You see I do not fear to make my confession to you,” said 
Helen Talboys, “for two reasons. The first is, that you dare 
not use it against me, because you know it would kill your uncle 
to see me in a criminal dock; the second is, that the law could 
pronounce no worse sentence than this, a lifelong imprisonment 
in a mad-house. I do not thank you for your mercy, Mr. 
Robert Audley, for I know exactly what it is worth.” 

She moved away from the door, and Robert passed her, with- 
out a word, without a look. 

Half an hour afterwards he was in one of the principal hotels 
at Villebrumeuse, sitting at a neatly-ordered supper-table, with 
no power to eat; with no power to distract his mind, even for a 
moment, from the image of that lost friend who had been 
treacherously murdered in the thicket at Audley Court. 





CHAPTER XXXIX. 
GHOST-HAUNTED. 


No feverish sleeper travelling in a strange dream ever looked 
out more wonderingly upon a world that seemed unreal than 
Robert Audley, as he stared absently at the flat swamps and 
dismal poplars between Villebrumeuse and Brussels. Could it 
be that he was returning to his uncle’s house without the 
woman who had reigned in it for nearly two years as queen and 
mistressP He felt as if he had carried off my lady, and had 
made away with her secretly and darkly, and must now render 
up an account to Sir Michael of the fate of that woman, whom 
the baronet had so dearly loved. 

“What shall I tell him?” he thought; “shall I tell the truth 
—the horrible ghastly truth? No; that would be too cruel. 
His generous spirit would sink under the hideous revelation. 
Yet. in his ignorance of the extent of this wretched woman’s 
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ete he may think perhaps that I have been hard with 
er ” 


Brooding thus, Mr. Robert Audley absently watched the 
cheerless landscape from his seat in the shabby coupé of the 
diligence, and thought how great a leaf had been torn out of his 
life, now that the dark story of George Talboys was finished. 

What had he to do next? A crowd of horrible thoughts 
rushed into his mind as he remembered the story that he had 
heard from the white lips of Helen Talboys. His friend—his 
murdered friend—lay hidden amongst the mouldering ruins of 
the old well at Audley Court. He had lain there for six long 
months, unburied, unknown ; hidden in the darkness of the old 
convent well. What was to be done? 

To institute a search for the remains of the murdered man 
would inevitably bring about a coroner’s inquest. Should such 
an inquest be held, it was next to impossible that the history of 
my lady’s crime could fail to be brought to light. To prove 
that George Talboys met with his death at Audley Court was 
to prove almost as surely that my lady had been the instrument 
of that mysterious death ; for the young man had been known 
to follow her into the lime-walk upon the day of his disap- 
pearance, 

“My God!” Robert exclaimed, as the full horror of this 
position became evident to him, “is my friend to rest in his 
unhallowed burial-place, because I have condoned the offences 
of the woman who murdered him ?” 

He felt that there was no way out of this difficulty. Some- 
times he thought that it little mattered to his dead friend 
whether he lay entombed beneath a marble monument, whose 
workmanship should be the wonder of the universe, or in that 
obscure hiding-place in the thicket at Audley Court. At an- 
other time he would be seized with a sudden horror at the 
wrong that had been done to the murdered man, and would fain 
have travelled even more rapidly than the express between 
Brussels and Paris could carry him, in his eagerness to reach 
the end of his journey, that he might set right this cruel wrong. 

He was in London at dusk on the second day after that on 
which he had left Audley Court, and he drove straight to the 
Clarendon, to inquire after his uncle. He had no intention of 
seeing Sir Michael, as he had not yet determined how much or 
how little he should tell him ; but he was very anxious to ascer- 
tain how the old man had sustained the cruel shock he had so 
lately endured. 

“TJ will see Alicia,” he thought ; “she will tell me all about 
her father. It is only two days since he left Audley. I can 
scarcely expect to hear of any favourable change.” 


But Mr. Audley was not destined to see his cousin that 
U 
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evening, for the servants at the Clarendon told him that Six 
Michael and his daughter had left by the morning mail for 
Paris, on their way to Vienna. 

Robert was very well pleased to receive this intelligence; it 
afforded him a welcome respite, for it would be decidedly bette. 
to tell the baronet nothing of his guilty wife until he returned 
to England, with his health unimpaired, and his spirits re- 
established, it was to be hoped. 

Mr. Audley drove to the Temple. The chambers which had 
seemed dreary to him ever since the disappearance of George 
Talboys were doubly so to-night. For that which had been 
only a dark suspicion had now become a horrible certainty. 
There was no longer room for the palest ray, the most transitory 
glimmer of hope. His worst terrors had been too well founded. 

George Talboys had been cruelly and treacherously murdered 
by the wife he had loved and mourned. 

There were three letters waiting for Mr. Audley at his 
chambers. One was from Sir Michael, and another from Alicia. 
The third was addressed in a hand the young barrister knew 
only too well, though he had seen it but once before. His face 
flushed redly at the sight of the superscription, and he took the 
letter in his hand, carefully and tenderly, as if it had been a 
living thing, and sentient to his touch. He turned it over and 
over in his hands, looking at the crest upon the envelope, at the 

st-mark, at the colour of the paper, and then put it into the 
cn of his waistcoat with a strange smile upon his face. 

“Whata wretched and unconscionable fool lam!” he thought. 
“Have I laughed at the follies of weak men all my life, and am 
I to be more foolish than the weakest of them at last? 
The beautiful brown-eyed creature! Why did I ever see her? 
Why did my relentless Nemesis ever point the way to that 
dreary house in Dorsetshire P” 

He opened the first two letters. He was foolish enough to 
keep the last for a dehcious morsel—a fairy-like dessert after 
the commonplace substantialities of a dinner. 

Alicia’s letter told him that Sir Michael had borne his agony 
with such a persevering tranwuillity that she had become at last 
far more alarmed by his patient calmness than by any stormy 
manifestation of despair. In this difficulty she had secretly 
called upon the physician who attended the Audley household 
in any cases of serious illness, and ad requested this gentleman 
to pay Sir Michael an apparently acewental visit. He had done 
so, and after stopping half an hour with the baronet, had told 
Alicia that there was no present danger of any serious conse- 
quence from this quiet grief, but that it was necessary that evory 
effort should be made to arouse Sir Michael, and to force kim, 
however unwillingly, into action. 
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Alicia had immediately acted upon this advice, had resumed 
her old empire as a spoiled child, and reminded her father of a 
promise he had made of taking her through Germany. With con- 
siderable difficulty she had induced him to consent to fulfilling his 
old promise, and having once gained her point, she had contrived 
that they should leave England as soon as it was possible to do 
zo, and she told Robert, in conclusion, that she would not bring 
her father back to his old house, until she had taught him to 
forget the sorrows associated with it. 

The baronet’s letter was very brief. It contained half a dozen 
blank cheques on Sir Michael Audley’s London bankers. 

“ You will require money, my dear Robert,” he wrote, “ for 
such arrangements as you may think fit to make for the future 
comfort of the person I committed to your care. I need scarcely 
tell you that those arrangements cannot be too liberal. But 
perhaps it is as well that I should tell you now, for the first and 
only time, that it is my earnest wish never again to hear that 
person’s name. I have no desire to be told the nature of the 
arrangements you may make for her. I am sure that you will 
act conscientiously and mercifully. I seek to know no more. 
Whenever you want money, you will draw upon me for any 
sums that you may require: but you will have no occasion to 
tell me for whose use you want that money.” 

Robert Audley breathed a long sigh of relief as he folded this 
letter. It released him from a duty which it would have been 
most painful for him to perform, and it for ever decided his 
course of action with regard to the murdered man. 

George Talboys must lie at peace in his unknown grave, ana 
Sir Michael Audley must never learn that the woman he had 
loved bore the red brand of murder on her soul. : 

Robert had only the third letter to open—the letter which he 
had placed in his bosom while he read the others; he tore open 
bd envelope, handling it carefully and tenderly as he had done 

efore. 

The letter was as brief as Sir Michael’s. It contained only 
these few lines :— 

“Dear Mr. Audley,— 

“The rector of this place has been twice to see Marks, the 
man you saved in the fire at the Castle Inn. He lies in a very 
precarious state at his mother’s cottage, near Audley Court, 


and is not expected to live many days. His wife is attending * 


him, and both he and she have expressed a most earnest desire 
that you should see him before he dies. Pray come without 
delay. “Yours very sincerely, 

* CLARA TALBOYS. 


“Mount Stanning Rectory, March 6.” 
Robert Audley folded this letter very veverontly. and replaced 
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it underneath that part of his waistcoat which might be su 
posed to cover the region of his heart. Having done this, he 
seated himself in his favourite arm-chair, filled and lighted a 
pipe, and smoked it out, staring reflectively at the fire as long 
as his tobacco lasted. The lazy light that glimmered in his 
handsome grey eyes told of a dreamy reverie that could have 
scarcely been either gloomy or unpleasant. His thoughts wan- 
dered away upon the blue clouds of hazy tobacco smoke, and 
carried him into a bright region of unrealities, in which there 
was neither death nor trouble, grief nor shame; only himself 
and Clara Talboys in a world that was made all their own by 
the omnipotence of Love. 

Tt was not till the last shred of pale Turkish tobacco had 
been consumed, and the grey ashes knocked out upon the top- 
most bar of the grate, that this pleasant dream floated off 
into the great storehouse in which the visions of things that 
never have been, and never are to be, are kept locked and 
guarded by some stern enchanter, who only turns the keys now 
and then and opens the door of his treasure-house a little way 
for the brief delight of mankind. The dream vanished, and 
the heavy burden of dismal realities fell again upon Roberts 
shoulders, more tenacious than any old man of the sea. “ What 
can that man Marks want with meP” thought the barrister. 
“He is afraid to die until he has made a confession, perhaps. 
He wishes to tell me that which I know already,—the story of 
my lady’s crime. I knew that he was in the secret. I was sure 
of it even upon the night on which I first saw him. He knew 
the secret, and he traded on it.” 

Robert Audley shrank strangely from returning to Hssex. 
How should he meet Clara Talboys now that he knew the 
secret of her brother’s fate? How many lies he should have to 
tell, how much equivocation he mast use in order to keep the 
truth from her. Yet would there be any mercy in telling her 
that horrible story, the knowledge of which must cast a blight 
upon her 


ee and blot out every hope she had ever secretly 
cherished ? He knew by his own experience how possible it was 
to hope against saps: and to hope haere weg and he could 


not bear that her heart should be crushed as his had been by 
the knowledge of the truth. “Better that she should hope 
vainly to the last,” he thought; “better that she should go 
through life seeking the clue to her lost brother's fate, than that 
I should give that clue into her hands and say, ‘ Our worst fears 
are reali.ed. The brother you loved has been foully murdered 
in the early promise of his youth.’” 

But Clara Talboys had written to him imploring him to return 
to Essex without delay. Could he refuse to do her bidding, 
however painful its accomplishment might be? And again, 
the man was dying, perhaps, and had implored to see Te 
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Wovld it not be cruel to refuse to go, to delay an hour auneces- 
sarily P He looked at his watch. It wanted only five minutes 
to nine. There was no train to Audley after the Ipswich mail, 
which left London at half-past eight; but there was a train that 
left Shoreditch at eleven, and stopped at Brentwood between 
twelve and one. Robert decided upon going by this train, and 
walking the distance between Brentwood and Audley, which 
was upwards of six miles. 

He had a long time to wait before it would be necessary to 
leave the Temple on his way to Shoreditch, and he sat brooding 
darkly over the fire and wondering at the strange events which 
had filled his life within the last year and a half, coming like 
angry shadows between his lazy inclinations and himself, and 
investing him with purposes that were not his own. 

“Good heavens!” he thought, as he smoked his second pipe, 
“how can I believe that it was I who used to lounge all day 
in this easy-chair reading Paul de Kock, and smoking mild 
Turkish, who used to drop in at half-price to stand amongst the 
press-men at the back of the boxes, and see a new burlesque, 
and who used to finish the evening with the ‘Chough and 
Crow,’ and chops and pale ale at Evans’s. Was it I to whom 
life was such an easy merry-go-round? Was it I who was one 
of the boys who sit at ease upon the wooden horses, while other 
boys run barefoot in the mud, and work their hardest in the 
hope of 8 ride when their work is done. I have learnt the 
business of life since that pleasant holiday time; and now I 
must needs fall in love An swell the tragic chorus which is 
always being sung by the poor addition of my pitiful sighs and 
groans. Clara Talboys! Clara Talboys! Is there any merciful 
smile latent beneath the earnest light of your brown eyes? 
What would you say to me if I told you that I love you as 
earnestly and truly as I have mourned fe our brother’s fate— 
that the new strength and purpose of my life which has grown 
out of my friendship for the murdered man grows even stronger 
as it turns to you, and changes me until I wonder at myself. 
What would she say to me? Ah! who can tell? If she hap- 
pened to like the colour of my hair, or the tone of my voice, 
she might listen to me, perhaps. But would she hear me any 
more because I love her truly and purely; because I would be 
constant, and honest, and faithful to her? Not she! These 
things might move her, perhaps, to be a little pitiful to me; but. 
they would move her no more! If a girl with freckles and white 
evelashes adored me, I should only think her a nuisance; but if 
Clara Talboys had a fancy to trample upon my uncouth person, 
I should think she did mea favour. I hope poor little Alicia 
may pick up with some fair-haired Saxon in the course of her 
travels. I hope——” His thoughts wandered. away wearily, . 
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and lost themselves. How could he hope for anything, or think 
of anything, while the memory of his dead friend’s unburied 
body haunted him like a horrible spectre? He remembered a 

-story—a morbid, hideous, yet delicious story, which had once 
pleasantly congealed his blood on a social winter’s evening—the 
story of a man, a monomaniac, perhaps, who had been hauntea 
at every turn by the image of an unburied kinsman who could 
yot rest in his unhallowed hiding-place. What if that dreadful 
story had its double in reality? What if he were henceforth to 
be haunted by the phantom of murdered George Talboys? 

He pushed his hair away from his face with both his hands, 
and looked rather nervously around the snug little apartment. 
There were lurking shadows in the corners of the room that he 
scarcely liked. The door opening into his little dressing-room 
was ajar; he got up to shut it, and turned the key in the lock 
with a sharp click. 

“T haven’t read Alexandre Dumas and Wilkie Collins for 
nothing,” he muttered. “I’m up to their tricks, sneaking in at 
doors behind a fellow’s back, and flattemng their white faces 
against window panes, and making themselves all eyes in the 
twilight. It’s a strange thing that your generous-hearted 
fellow, who never did a shabby thing in his life, is capable of 
any meanness the moment he becomes a ghost. I'll have the 
gas laid on to-morrow, and engage Mrs. Maloney’s eldest son te 
sleep under the letter-box in the lobby. The youth plays 
popular melodies upon a piece of tissue paper and a small-tooth 
comb, and will be quite pleasant company.” 

Mr. Audley walked wearily up and down the room, trying to 
get rid of the time. It was no use leaving the Temple until ten 
o'clock, aid even: then he would be sure to reach the station 
half an huur too early. He was tired of smoking. The soothing 
narcotic influence may be pleasant enough in itself, but the 
man must be of a singularly unsocial disposition who does not, 
after half a dozen lonely pipes, feel the need of some friendly 
companion, at whom he can stare dreamily athwart the pale 

y mists, and who will stare kindly back at him in return. 

o not think that Robert Audley was without friends because 
he so often found himself alone in his quiet chambers. The 
solemn cme which had taken so powerful a hold upon his 
careless life had separated him from old associations, and it was 
for this reason that he was alone. He had dropped away from 
his old friends. How could he sit amongst them, at social wine 

arties, perhaps, or at pleasant little dinners, that were washed 
own with sparkling Moselle and Rhudesheimer? How could 
he sit amongst them, listening to their careless talk of polities 
and operas, literature and racing, theatres and science, scandal 
and theology, and yet carry in his mind the horrible burden oi 
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those dark terrors and suspicions that were with him by day 
and night? He could not do it! He had shrunk from these | 
men as if he had, indeed, been a detective police officer, stained | 
with vile associations, and unfit company for honest gentlemen. | 
He had drawn himself away from all familiar haunts, and had 
shut himself in his lonely rooms with the perpetual trouble of | 
his mind for his sole companion, until he had grown as nervous ie 
as habitual solitude will eventually make the strongest and | 
the wisest man, however he may vaunt himself of his strength | | 
and wisdom. 

The clock of the Temple Church and the clocks of St. 
Dunstan’s, St. Clement Danes, and a crowd of other churches, | 
whose steeples uprear themselves above the house-tops by the HA 
river, struck ten at last, and Mr. Audley, who had put on his 4 
hat and overcoat nearly half an hour before, let himself out o1 | 
the little lobby, and locked his door behind him. He mentally | 
reiterated his determination to engage “Parthrick,” as Mrs. i 
Maloney’s eldest son was called by his devoted mother. ‘The i 
youth should enter upon his functions the very next night, and | 
if the ghost of hapless George Talboys should invade these | 
gloomy apartments, the phantom would be obliged to make its | 
way across Patrick’s body before it could reach the inner cham- | 
ber in which the proprietor of the premises slept. | 

Do not laugh at poor Robert because he gr-w hypochon- | 
driacal, after hearing the horrible story of his triend’s death. ! 
There is nothing so delicate, so fragile, as that invisible balance 
upon which the mind is always trembling; mad to-day and sane 
to-morrow. ll 

Who can forget that almost terrible picture of Dr. Samuel a 
Johnson? The awful disputant of the club-room, solemn, pon- 
derous, severe, and merciless, the admiration and the terror of 
humble Bozzy, the stern monitor of gentle Oliver, the friend of 4 
Garrick and Reynolds to-night; and before sunset to-morrow a 

| a weak An old man, discovered by good Mr. and Mrs. | 

Thrale, kneeling wpon the floor of his lonely chamber, in an | 
agony of childish terror and confusion, and praying to a mer- | 
ciful God for the preservation of his wits. I think the memory 
of that dreadful afternoon, and of the tender care he then i 
received, should have taught the doctor to keep his hand steady i: 
at Streatham, when he took his bedroom candlestick, from . if 
which it was his habit to shower rivulets of molten wax upon ; 
the costly carpet of his beautiful protectress; aud might have 
even had a more enduring effect, and taught him to be merciful, i} 

when the brewer’s widow went mad. in ‘her turn, and married | 

: that dreadful creature, the Italian singer. Who has not been, a 
or is not to be, mad in some lonely bour of life? Who is quite | 
safe from the trembling of the balance P 
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Fleet Street was very quiet at this late hour, and Robert 
Audley being in a ghost-seeing mood would have been scarcely 
astonished had he seen Johnson’s set come roystering westward 
in the lamp-light, or blind John Milton groping his way down 
the steps before St. Bride’s Church. 

Mr. Audley hailed a Hansom at the corner of Farringdon 
Street, and was rattled rapidly away across tenantless Smith- 
field market, and into a labyrinth of dingy streets that brought 
him out upon the broad grandeur of Finsbury Pavement. 

“Nobody ever saw a ghost ina Hansom cab,” Robert thought, 
“and even Dumas hasn’t done that as yet. Not but that he’s 
capable of doing it if the idea occurred to him. Un revenant en 
fiacre. Upon my word, the title doesn’t sound bad. The story 
would be something about a dismal gentleman, in black, who 
took the vehicle by the hour, and was contumacious upon the 
subject of fares, and beguiled the driver into lonely neighbour- 
hoods, beyond the barriers, and made himself otherwise un- 
pleasant.” 

The Hansom rattled up the steep and stony approach to the 
Shoreditch station, and deposited Robert at the doors of that 
unlovely temple. There were very few people going to travel by 
this midnight train, and Robert walked up and down the long 
wooden platform, reading the huge advertisements whose gaunt 
lettering looked wan and ghastly in the dim lamp-light. 

He had the carriage in which he sat all to himself. All to 
himself, did I say ? Had he not lately summoned to his side 
that ghostly company which, of all companionship is the most 
tenacious? The shadow of George Talboys pursued him, even 
in the comfortable first-class carriage, and was behind him 
when he looked out of the window, and was yet far away ahead 
of him and the rushing engine, in that thicket towards which the 
train was speeding, by the side of the unhallowed hiding-place 
where the mortal remains of the dead man lay, neglected and 
uncared-for. 

“TI must give my lost friend decent burial,” Robert thought, 
as à chill wind swept across the flat landscape, and struck him 
with such frozen breath as might have emanated from the lips of 
the dead. “I must doit; or I shall die of some panic like this 
which has seized upon me to-night. I must do it; at any peril; 
at any cost. Even at the price of that revelation which will 
bring the madwoman back from her safe hiding-place, and place. 
her in a criminal dock.” He was glad when the train stopped at 
Brentwood at a few minutes after twelve. Only one other 

erson got out at the little station,—a burly grazier, who had 
fea to one of the theatres to see a tragedy. Country people 
always go to see tragedies. None of your flimsy eandealie for 
them! None of your pretty drawing-room, moderator-lamp 
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ar:d French-window pieces, with a confiding husband, a frivolous 
wife, and a smart lady’s-maid, who is always accommodating 
enough to dust the furniture and announce visitors: no such 
gauzy productions; but a good monumental five-act tragedy, in 
which their ancestors have seen Garrick and Mrs. Abington, 
and in which they themselves can remember the O’Neil, the 
beautiful creature whose lovely neck and shoulders becamt 
suffused with a crimson glow of shame and indignation, wher 
the actress was Mrs. Beverley, and insulted by Stukeley in her 
poverty and sorrow. 

Robert Audley looked hopelessly about him as he left the 

leasant town of Brentwood, and descended the lonely hill 
into the valley which lay between the town he had left behind 
him and that other hill, upon which that frail and dismal tene- 
ment—the Castle Inn—had so long struggled with its enemy, 
the wind, only to succumb at-last, and to be shrivelled and con- 
sumed away like a withered leaf, by the alliance of that old 
adversary with a newer and a fiercer foe, 

“Its a dreary walk,” Mr. Audley said, as he looked along 
the smooth high road that lay before him, lonely ay the track 
across a desert. “It’s a dreary walk for a dismal wretch to take 
between twelve and one, upon a cheerless March night, with not 
eo much moonlight in all the black sky as might serve to con- 
vince one of the existence of such a luminary. But I’m ver 
glad I came,” thought the barrister, “if this poor creature 1s 
dying, and really wishes to see me. I should have been a wretch 
had 1 held back. ‘Besides, she wishes it; she wishes it; and 
what can I do but obey her, Heaven help me!” 

He stopped by the wooden fence which surrounded the gardens 
of Mount Stanning rectory, and looked across 2 laurel hedge 
towards the lattice windows of that pi habitation. There 
was no glimmer of light in any one of these windows, and Mr. 
Audley was fain to go away, after having had no better satis 
faction than such cold comfort as was to be obtained from » 
long lingering contemplation of the house that sheltered the one 
woman before whose invincible power the impregnable fortress 
of his heart had surrendered. Only a heap of blackened ruing 
stood upon the spot on which the Castle Inn had once done 
battle with the winds of heaven. The cold night breezes had 
their way with the few fragments that the fire had left, and 
whirled them hither and thither as they would, scattering a 
shower of dust and cinders and crumbling morsels of charred 
wood upon Robert Audley as he passed. 

Tt was half-past one o’clock when the night-wanderer entered 
the village of Audley, and it was only there that he remembered 
that Clara Talboys had omitted to give him any direction by 
which he might find the cottage in # ich Luke Marks lay. 
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“It was Dawson who recommended that the poor creatura 
should be taken to his mother’s cottage,” Robert thought, by- 
and-by, “and I dare say Dawson has attended him ever since 
the fire. He’ll be able to tell me the way to the cottage.” 

Acting upon this idea, Mr. Audley stopped at the house in 
which Helen Talboys had lived before her second marriage. The 
door of the little surgery was ajar, and there was a light burning 
within. Robert pushed the door open and peeped in. Tho 
surgeon was standing at the mahogany counter, mixing a 
draught in a glass measure, with his hat close beside him. Lats 
as it was, he had evidently only just come in. The harmonious 
snoring of his assistant sounded from a little room within the 
surgery. 

“T am sorry to disturb you, Mr. Dawson,” Robert said, apolo- 
etically, as the surgeon looked up and recognized him, “but I 
ave come down to see Marks, who, I hear, is in a very bad 

way, and I want you to tell me the way to his mother’s cottage.” 

“Tl show you the way, Mr. Audley,” answered the surgeon; 
“Tam going there this minute.” 

“The man is very bad, then P” 

“So bad that he can be no worse. The only change that can 
happen is that change which will take him beyond the reach of 
any earthly suffering.” 

“Strange!” exclaimed Robert. “He did not appear to be 
much burnt.” 

“ He was not much burnt. Hadhe been, I should never have 
recommended his being removed from Mount Stanning. It is 
the shock that has done the business. His health had been long 
undermined by habits of intoxication, and has completely given 
way under the sudden terror of that night. He has been in a 
raging fever for the last two days; but to-night he is much 
calmer, and I’m afraid, before to-morrow night, we shall have 
seen the last of him.” 

“ He has asked to see me, I am told,” said Mr. Audley. 

“Yes,” answered the surgeon, carelessly. “A sick man’s 
fancy, no doubt. You dragged him out of the house, and did 
your best to save his life. I dare say, rough and boorish as the 
poor fellow is, he thinks a good deal of that.” 

They had left the surgery, the door of which Mr. Dawson had 
locked behind him. There was money in the till, perhaps, for 
surely the village apothecary could not have feared that the 
most daring housebreaker would imperil his liberty in the pur- 
suit of blue pill and colocynth, or salts and senna. 

The surgeon led the way along the silent street, and presently 
turned into a lane at the end of which Robert Audley saw the 
wan glimmer of alight. A light which told of the watch that 
is kept by the sick and dying; a pale, melancholy light, which 
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always has a dismal aspect when looked upon in this silent hour 


betwixt night and morning. It shone from the window of the 

cottage in which Luke Marks lay, watched by his wife and 

mother. 

Mr. Dawson lifted the latch, and walked into the common 
room of the little tenement, followed by Robert Audley. It was 
empty, but a feeble tallow candle, with a broken back and a long, 
cauliflower-headed wick, sputtered upon the table. The sick 
man lay in the room above. 

“ Shall I tell him you are here P” asked Mr. Dawson. 
“Yes, yes, if you please. But be cautious how you tell him, 
if you think the news likely to agitate him. I am in no hurry. 

| I can wait. You can call me when you think I can safely come 
up-stairs,” 
| The surgeon nodded, and softly ascended the narrow wooder 
stairs leading to the upper chamber. Mr. Dawson was a good 
man, and indeed a parish surgeon has need to be good, and 
tender, and kindly, and gentle, or the wretched patients who 
have no neatly folded fees of gold and silver to offer, may suffer 
‘ petty des and insignificant crueities, not easily to be provea 
efore a board of well-to-do poor-law guardians, but not the less 
-bitter to bear in the fretful and feverish hours of sickness and 
ain. 

Robert Audley seated himself in a Windsor chair, by the 
cold hearth-stone, and stared disconsolately about him. Small 
as the room was, the corners were dusky and shadowy in 
the dim light of the cauliflower-headed candle. The faded 
face of an eight-day clock, which stood opposite Robert Audley, 
seemed to stare him out of countenance. The awful sounds 
which can emanate from eight-day clocks after midnight are too 
generally known to need description. The young man listened a 
in awe-stricken silence to the heavy, monotonous ticking, which 
sounded as if the clock had been counting out the seconds yet 
remaining for the dying man, and checking them off with gloomy 
satisfaction. “Another minute gone! another minute gone! 
another minute gone!” the clock seemed to say, until Mr. 

Audley felt inclined to throw his hat at it, in the wild hope of 
stopping that melancholy and monotonous noise. 

But he was relieved at last by the low voice of the surgeon, 
who looked down from the top of the little staircase to tell him 
that Luke Marks was awake and would be glad to see him.  ‘: 

Robert immediately obeyed this summons. He crept softly 
up the stairs-and took off his hat before he bent his head to 
enter at the low doorway of the humble rustic.chamber. He 
took off his hat in the presence of this common peasant-man, 
because he knew that there was another and a more awful 
presence hovering near the threshold, and eager to be admitted, 
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Phoebe Marks was sitting at the foot of the bed, with her 
eyes fixed upon her husband’s face. Not with any very tender 
expression in their pale light, but with a sharp, terrified anxiety, 
which showed that it was the commg of death itself that she 
dreaded, rather than the loss of her husband. The old woman 
was busy at the fireplace, airing linen, and preparing som 
mess of broth which it was not likely the patient would ever 
eat. The sick man lay with his head propped up by pillows, 
his coarse face deadly pale, and his great hands wandering un- 
easily about the coverlet. Phoebe had been reading to him, for 
an open Testament lay amongst the medicine and lotion bottles 
upon the table near the bed. Every object in the room was neat 
and orderly, and bore witness of that delicate precision which 
had always been Phœbe’s distinguishing characteristic. 

The young woman rose as Robert Audley crossed the 
threshold, and hurried towards him. 

“Let me speak to you for a moment, sir, before you talk to 
Luke,” she said, in an eager whisper. “Pray let me speak to 
you first.” 

“ What's the gal a sayin’, thereP” asked the invalid in a 
subdued roar, which died away hoarsely on his lips. He was 
feebly savage, even in his weakness. ‘The dull glaze of death 
was gathering over his eyes, but they still watched Phoobe with 
a sharp glance of dissatisfaction. ‘“ What’s she up to there P ” 
he said. “I won’t have no plottin’ and no hatchin’ agen me. 
I want to speak to Mr. Audley my own self; and whatever I 
done I’m a goin’ to answer for. If I done an mischief, I’m a 
goin’ to try and undo it. What’s she a sayin’? ” 

“She ain’t a sayin’ nothin’, lovey,” answered the old woman, 
going to the bedside of her son, who, even when made more in 
teresting than usual by illness, did not seem a very fit subject 
for this tender appellation. ‘“ She’s only a tellin’ the gentleman 
how bad you’ve beens my pretty.” 

“What I’m a goin’ to tell I’m only a goin’ to tell to him, 
remember,” growled Mr. Marks; “and ketch me a tellin’ 
of | to him if it warn’t for what he done for me the other 
night.” 

“To be sure not, lovey,” answered the old woman, sooth- 


ingly. 

Le intellect was rather limited in its scope, and she attached 
no more importance to her son’s eager words now, than she had 
attached to the wild ravings of delirium. That horrible delirium 
in which Luke had described himself as being dragged through 
miles of blazing brick and mortar; and flung down wells; and 
dragged out of deep pits by the hair of the head; and sus- 
pended in the air by giant hands that came out of the clouds to 
pluck him from off the solid earth and hurl him into chaos; with 
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many other wild terrors and delusions which had run riot in his 
tistempered brain. 

Phœbe Marks had drawn Mr. Audley out of the room and on 
to the narrow landing at the top of the little staircase. This 
landing was a platform of about three feet square, and it was as 
much as the two could manage to stand upon it without push- 
ing each other against the white-washed wall, or backwards 
down the stairs. 

“Oh, sir, I wanted to speak to you so badly!” Phoebe whis- 
pered eagerly; “ you know what Ÿ told you when I found you 
gafe and well upon the night of the fire ? ” 

6e Yes, yes.” 

“I told you what I suspected; what I think still.” 

“Yes, I remember.” 

“But I never breathed a word of it to anybody but you, sir 
and I think that Luke has forgotten all about that night; I 
think that what went before the fire has gone clean out of his 
head altogether. He was tipsy you know when my la—when 
she came to the Castle; and I think he was so dazed and scared 
like by the fire, that it all went out of his memory. He doesn’t 
suspect what I suspect at any rate, or he’d have spoken of it to 
anybody and everybody; but he’s dreadful spiteful against my 
lady, for he says if she’d have let him have a place at Brent- 
wood or Chelmsford, this wouldn’t have happened. So what I 
ee to beg of you, sir, is not to let a word drop before 

uke.” 

“ Yes, yes, I understand ; I will be careful.” 

ge My lady has left the Court, I hear, sir P” 

“ es.” 

“ Never to come back, sir P ?” 

“ Never to come back.” 

“ But she has not gone where she'll be cruelly treated; where 
she'll be ill-used ?” 

“ No, she will be very kindly treated.” 

“I’m glad of that, sir; . beg your pardon for troubling 
you with the question, sir, but my ady was a kind mistress 
to me.” 

Luke’s voice, husky and feeble, was heard within the little 
chamber at this period of the conversation, demanding angrily 
when “ that gal would have done jawing,” upon which Phœbe 
put her finger to her lips, and led Mr. Audley back into the sick 


room. 

“TJ don’t want you,” said Mr. Marks, decisively, as his wife 
æ-entered the chamber, “I don’t want you, Pig ee no call to 
bear what I’ve got to say; I only want À . Audley, and I 
wants to speak to him all alone, with none o’ your sneakin’ 
listenin’ at doors, d’ye hear, s0 you may go down-stairs and keep 
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there till you’re wanted: and you may take mother—no, muther 
may stay, I shall want her presently.” 

The sick man’s feeble hand pointed to the door, through which 
his wife departed very submissively. 

“T’ve no wish to hear anything, Luke,” she said, “ but I hope 
you won’t say anything against those that have been good and 
generous to you.” 

“I shall say what I like,” answered Mr. Marks, fiercely, “and 
I'm not a goin’ to be ordered by you. You ain’t the parson, ag 
I’ve ever heerd of; nor the lawyer neither.” 

The landlord of the Castle Inn had undergone no moral 
transformation by his death-bed sufferings, fierce and rapid as 
they had been. Perhaps some faint glimmer of a light that had 
been far off from his life now struggled feebly through the black 
obscurities of ignorance that darkened his soul. Perhaps a half 
angry, half sullen penitence urged him to make some rugged 
effort to atone for a life that had been selfish and drunken and 
wicked. Be it how it might, he wiped his white lips, and turn- 
ing his haggard eyes earnestly upon Robert Audley, pointed to 
a chair by the bedside. 

“ You’ve made game of me in a general way, Mr. Audley,” he 
said, presently, “and you’ve drawed me out, and you’ve tum- 
bled and tossed me about like in a gentlemanly way, till I was 
nothink or anythink in your hands; and you’ve looked me 
through and through, and turned me inside out, till you thought 
you knowed as much as I knowed. I’d no particular call to be 
grateful to you, not before the fire at the Castle t’other night. 
But I am grateful to:you,for that.. I’m not grateful to folks in 
a general way, p’raps, because the things as gentlefolks have 

iven me have a most allus been the very things I didn’t want 
Fey've give me soup, and, tracks, and flannel, and coals; but, 
Lord, they’ve made such'a!précious noise about it that I’d have 
been glad to send ’em all back to’em. But when a gentleman 
goes and puts his own life’inidanger to save a drunken brute 
like me, the drunkenest brute.as ‘ever was feels grateful like to 
that gentleman, and wishes to.say:before he dies—which he sees 
in the doctor’s face as he ain’t got long to live— Thank ye, sir, 
Fm obliged to you. ” Rtg! 

Luke Marks stretched out his left hand—the right had been 
injured by the fire, and was wrappéd in linen—and groped feebly 
for that of Mr. Robert Audley.» : j 

The young man took the coarse but shrunken hand in both 
kis own, and pressed it cordially’ 

“T need no thanks, Luke Marks,” he said, “I was very glad 
to be of service to you.” 

Mr. Marks did not speak immediately. He was lying quietly 
upon his side, staring retlectingly at Robert Audley. 
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“You was oncommon fond of that gent as disappeared at the 
Court, warn’t you, sir?” he said at last. 

Robert started at the mention of his dead friend. 

“You was oncommon fond of this Mr. Talboys, I’ve heerd 
say, sir,” repeated Luke. 

“Yes, yes,” answered Robert, rather impatieatly, “he waa 
my very dear friend.” 

“T’ve heerd the servants at the Court say how you took on 
when you couldn’t find him. I’ve heerd the landlord of the Sun 
Inn say how cut up you was when you first missed him. ‘If 
the two gents had been brothers,’ the landlord said, ‘our gent,’ 
meanin’ you, sir, ‘couldn’t have been more cut up when he 
missed the other.’ ” 

“Yes, yes, I know, I know,” said Robert; “ pray do not speak 
any more of this subject; I cannot tell you how much it dis- 
tresses me.” 

Was he to be haunted for ever by the ghost of his unburied 
friend P He came here to comfort this sick man, and even here 
he was pursued by that relentless shadow; even here he was 
reminded of the secret crime which had darkened his life. 

“Listen to me, Marks,” he said, earnestly; “believe me, that 
I appreciate your grateful words, and that I am very glad to 
have been of service to you. But before you say anything more, 
let me make one most solemn request. If you have sent for me 
that you may tell me anything of the fate of my lost friend, I 
entreat you to spare sen ben and to spare me that horrible 
story. You can tell me nothing which I do not already know. 
The worst you can tell me of the woman who was once in your 
power has already been revealed to me by her own lips. Pray, 
then, be silent upon this subject; I say, again, you can tell me 
nothing which I do not know.” eh aa 

Luke Marks looked musingly at the earnest face of his visitor, 
and some shadowy expression which was almost like a smile 
flitted feebly across the sick man’s haggard features. 

“T can’t tell you nothin’ you don’t know ?” he asked. 

“ Nothing.” 1e 

‘Then it ain’t no good for me to try,” said the invalid, 
thoughtfully. “Did she tell you?” he asked, after a pause. 

“I must beg, Marks, that you will drop the subject,” Robert 
answered, almost sternly. ‘I have already told you that I do 


not wish to hear it spoken of. Whatever discoveries you made,’ « 


you made your market out of them. Whatever guilty secrets 
ae got possession of, you were paid for keeping silence. You 

ad better keep silence to the end.’ 

“Had I?” cried Luke Marks, in an eager whisper. “ Had I 
really now better hold my tongue to the last P” : 

aid think so, most decidedly. You traded on your secret, and 
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you were paid to keep it. It would be more nonest to hold ta 
your bargain, and keep it still.” 

“Would it, now?” said Mr. Marks, with a ghastly grin; 
pue suppose my lady had one secret and I another. How 

en ” 

“What do you mean P” 

“Suppose I could have told something all along; and would 
have told it, perhaps, if I’d been a little better treated; if what 
was give to me had been give a little more liberal like, and not 
flung at me as if I was a dog, and was only give it to be kep’ 
from bitin’. Suppose I could have told somethin’, and would 
have told it but for that? How then P” 

Tt is impossible to describe the ghastliness of the triumphant 
grin that lighted up the sick man’s haggard face. 

“His mind is wandering,” Robert thought, “I had need be 
patient with him, poor fellow. It would be strange if I could 
not be patient with a dying man.” 

Luke Marks lay staring at Mr. Audley for some moments with 
that triumphant grin upon his face. The old woman, wearied 
out with watching her dying son, had dropped into a doze, and 
sat nodding her sharp chin over the handful of fire, upon 
which the broth that was never to be eaten still bubbled and 
simmered, 

Mr. Audley waited very patiently until it should be the sick 
man’s pleasure to speak. very sound was painfully distinct in 
that dead hour of the night. The dropping of the ashes on the 
hearth, the ominous crackling of the burning coals, the slow and 
ponderous ticking of the sulky clock in the room below, the low 
moaning of the March wind (which might have been the voice 
of an English Banshee, screaming her dismal warning to the 
watchers of the dying), the hoarse breathing of the sick man— 
every sound held itself apart from all other sounds, and made 
itself into a separate voice, loud with a gloomy portent in the 
solemn stillness of the house. 

Robert sat with his face shaded by his hands, thinking what 
was to become of him now that the secret of his friend’s fate had 
been told, and the dark story of George Talboys and his wicked 
wife had been finished in the Belgian mad-house. What was 
to become of him P 

He had no claim upon Clara Talboys; for he had resolved to 
keep the horrible secret that had been told to him. How, then, 
could he dare to meet her with that secret held back from her? 
How could he ever look into her earnest eyes, and yet withhold 
the truthP He felt that all power of reservation would fail 
before the searching glance of those calm brown eyes. If ha 
was indeed to keep this secret, he must never see her again. Ta 
reveal it would be to embitter her life. Could he, for any selfish 
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motive of his own, tell her this horrible story ?—or could he 
think that if he told her she would suffer her murdered brother 
to lie unavenged and forgotten in his unhallowed grave? 

Hemmed in on every side by difficulties which seemed utterly 
insurmountable; with the easy temperament which was natural 
to him embittered by the gloomy burden he had borne so long, 
Robert Audley locked hopelessly forward to the life which lay 
before him, and thought that it would have been better for hira 
had he perished among the burning ruins of the Castle Inn. 

“Who would have been sorry for me? No one but my poor 
little Alicia,” he thought, “and hers would have only been an 
April sorrow. Would Clara Talboys have been sorry? No! 
She would have only regretted me as a lost link in the mysterv 
of her brother’s death. She would only 7 





CHAPTER XL. 
THAT WHICH THE DYING MAN HAD TO TELL. 
THERE is no knowing whither Mr. Audley’s thousiè might 


have wandered had he not been startled by a suddex: movement - 


of the sick man, who raised himself up in his bed, and called to 
his mother. 

The old woman awoke with a jerk, and turned sleepily 
enough to look at her son. 

“ What is it, Luke, deary?” she asked, soothingly. “It 
ain’t time for the doctor’s stuff yet. Mr. Dawson said as you 
weren’t to have it till two hours after he went away, and he 
ain’t been gone an hour yet.” 

“Who said it was the doctor’s stuff I wanted?” cried Mr. 
Marks, impatiently. “I want to ask you somethin’, mother. 
Do you remember the seventh of last September P” 

Robert started, and looked eagerly at the sick man. Why 
did he harp upon this forbidden subject? Why did he i‘sist 
upon recalling the date of George’s murder? The old woman 
shook her head in feeble confusion of mind. 

“Lord, Luke,” she said, “how can’ee ask me such ques- 
tions? My memory’s been a failin’ me this eight or nine year ; 
and I never was one to remember the days 0’ the month, or 


aught o’ that sort. How should a poor workin’ woman ree. 


member such things ? ” 
Luke marks shrugged his shoulders impatientiy. 
“You're a good un to do what’s asked you, mother,” he said, 
pee “Didn’t I tell you to remember that day? Didn’t 
tell you as the time might come when you'd be called upon to 
_ bear witness about it, and be put upon your Bible oath about 
itP Didn’t I tell you that, mother?” 
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The old woman shook her head hopelessly. 

“ [f you say so, I make no doubt you did, Luke,” she said, 
with a conciliatory smile; “but I can’t call it to mind, lovey. 
My memory’s been failin’ me this nine year, sir,” she added, 
turning to Robert Audley, “and I’m but a poor crittur.” 

Mr. Audley laid his hand upon the sick man’s arm. 

“ Marks,” he said, “I tell you again, you have no cause to 
worry yourself about this matter. I ask you no questions, I 
have no wish to hear anything.” 

“But suppose I want to tell somethin’,” cried Luke, with 
feverish energy, “suppose I feel that I can’t die with a secret 
on my mind, and have asked to see you on purpose that I 
might tell you; suppose that, and you'll suppose nothin’ but 
the truth. I'd have been burnt alive before I’d have told 
her;” he spoke these words between his set teeth, and scowled 
savagely as he uttered them. “I’d have been burnt alive first. 
I made her pay for her pretty insolent ways; I made her pay 
for her airs and graces; I’d never have told her—never, never! 
I had my power over her, and I kept it; I had my secret, and 
Iwas paid for it; and there wasn’t a slight as she ever put 
upon me or mine that I didn’t pay her out for twenty times 
over !” 


“Marks, Marks, for Heaven’s sake be calm!” said Robert, | 


earnestly; “what are you talking off What is it that you 
could have told?” 

“T’m agoin’ to tell you,” answered Luke, wiping his dry lips. 
“ Give us a drink, mother.” 

The old woman poureä out some cooling drink into a mug, 
and carried it to her son. 

He drank it in an eager hurry, as if he felt that the brief 
remainder of his life must be a race with the pitiless pedestrian, 
Time. 

“ Stop where you are,” he said to his mother, pointing to & 
chair at the foot of the bed. 

The old woman obeyed, and seated herself meekly opposite to 
Mr. Audley. She took out her spectacle case, polished her 
spectacles, put them on and beamed placidly upon her son, as 
if she cherished some faint hope that her memory might be 
assisted by this process. 

“T11 ask you another question, mother,” said Luke, “and 
I think it’ll be strange if you can’t answer it. Do you re- 
member when I was at work upon Atkinson’s farm; before 7 
was married, you know, and when I was livin’ down here along 
af you?” 

“Yes, yes,” Mrs. Marks answered, nodding triumphantly, 
“JT remember that, my dear. It were last fall, just about aa 
the apples was bain’ gathered in the orchard across ovr lang, 
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end about the time as you had your new sprigged wesket. 7 
remember, Luke, I remember,” 

Mr. Audley wondered where all this was to lead to, and how 
long he would have to sit by the sick man’s bed, hearing e 
conversation that had no meaning for him. 

“Tf you remember that much, maybe you'll remember more, 
mother,” said Luke. ‘Can you call to mind my bringing some 
me home hero one night, while Atkinsons was stackin’ tho las 
o’ their corn P” 

Once more Mr. Audley started violently, and this time he 
looked up earnestly at the face of the speaker, and listencd, 
with a strange, breathless interest, which he scarcely understood 
himself, to what Luke Marks was saying. 

“I rek’lect your bringin’ home Phoebe,” the old woman 
answered with great animation, “I rek’lect your bringin’ 
Phoebe home to take a cup o’ tea, or a little snack o’ supper, a 
mort o’ times.” 

“Bother Phosbe!” cried Mr. Marks, “who’s a talkin’ o! 
Phosbe ? what’s Phoobe that anybody should go to put their 
selves out about her? Do you remember my bringin’ home a 
gentleman arter ten o’clock one September night; a gentleman 
as was wet through to the skin, and was covered with mud ana 
slush, and green slime and black muck, from the crown of his 
head to the sole of his foot, and had his arm broke, and his 
shoulder swelled up awful: and was such a objeck that nobody 
would ha’ knowed him. A gentleman as had to have his 
clothes cut off him in some places, and as sat by the kitchen 
fire, starin’ at the coals as if he'd gone mad or stupid like, and 
didn’t know where he was, or who he was: and as had to be 
cared for like a baby, and dressed and dried, and washed, and 
fod with spoonsful of brandy that had to be forced between hia 
locked teeth, before any life could be got into him. Do you 
remember that, mother P”’ 

The old woman nodded, and muttered something, to the 
effect that she remembered all these circumstances most vividly, 
now that Luke happened to mention them. 


Robert Audley uttered a wild cry, and fell down upon his 


knees by the side of the sick man’s bed. 


“My God!” he ejaculated, “I thank Thee for Thy wondrous 


mercies. George Talboys is alive !” 

“Wait a bit,” said Mr. Marks, “don’t you be too fast, 
Mother, give us down that tin box on the shelf over against the 
thest of drawers, will you P” 

The old woman obeyed, and after fumbling amongst teacups 
and milk-jugs, lidless wooden cotton-boxes, and a misccllancous 
litter of rags and crockery, produced a tin snuff-box witk 
sliding lid; a shahby, dirty-looking box enough. 
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Robert Audley still knelt by the bed-side with his face hidaeg 
br his clasped hands. Luke Marks opened the tin box. 

There ain’t no money in it, more’s the pity,” he said, “or t 
re had been it wouldn’t have been let stop very long. Bu, 
there’s sammat in it that perhaps you'll think quite as vallible 
as money, and that’s what I’m goin’ to give you as a proof that 
a drunken brute can feel thankful to them as is kind to him.” 

He took out two folded papers, which ho gave into Robert 
Audley’s hands. 

They were two leaves torn out of a pocket-book, and they 
were written upon in pencil, and in a hand-writing that was 
quite strange to Mr. Audley. A cramped, stiff, and yet scraw|- 
ing hand, such as some ploughman might have written. 

“T don’t know this writing,” Robert said, as he eagerly un- 
folded fhe first of the two papers. “ What has this to do with 
my friend? Why do you show me these P” 

“ Suppose you read ‘em first,” said Mr. Marks, “ and ask me 
questions about ’em afterwards.” 

The first paper which Robert Audley had unfolded contained 
the following lines, written in that cramped, yet scrawling hand 
which was so strange to him. 

“ My dear friend,—I write to you in such utter confusion of 
mind as perhaps no man ever before suffered. I cannot tell 
you what has happened to me, I can only tell you that some- 
thing has happened which will drive me from England, a broken- 
hearted man, to seek some corner of the earth in which I may 
live and die unknown and forgotten. I can only ask you to 
forget me. If your friendship could have done me any good 
I would have appealed to it. If your counsel could have been 
of any help to me, I would have confided in you. But neither 
friendship nor counsel can help me: and all I can say to you is 
this, God bless you for the past, and teach you to forget me, 
in the future. I leave my son in your hands, knowing I could 
not leave him in the care of a truer guardian. fe Te 

The second paper was addressed to another person, and its 
contents were briefer than those of the first. 

“Helen May God pity and forgive you for that which 
you have done to-day, as truly as I do. ‘eit in peace. You 
ÿhall never hear of me again; to you and to the world, I shall 
henceforth be that which you wished me to be to-day. You 
need fear no molestation from me. J leave England never to 
return. G. T.” 

Robert Audley sat staring at these lines in hopeless bewil- 
derment. They were not in his friend’s familiar hand; and 
yet they es to be written by him, and were signed with 

initials. 
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He Icoked scrutinizingly at the face of Luke Marks, thinking 
that perhaps some trick was being played upon him. 

“This was not written by George Talboys,” he said. 

“It was,” answered Luke Marks, “it was written by Mr. 
Talboys, every line of it; he wrote it with his own hand; but 
it was his left hand, for he couldn’t use his right because of his 
broken arm.” 

_Robert Audley looked up suddenly, and the shadow: of sus- 
picion passed away from his face. 

“T understand,” he said, “I understand. Tell me all; tell 
me how it was that my poor friend was saved.” 

He could scarcely realize to himself yet that what he had 
heard could be true. He could scarcely believe that his friend 
whom he kad so bitterly 1¢gretted might shake him by the 
hand in a happy future, when the darkness of the past should 
be clearcd away. He was dazed and bewildered at first, and 
not able io understand this new hope which had dawned. so 
suddenly upon him. 

“Tell me all,” he cried, “ for mercy’s sake tell me everything, 
and let me try to understand it if I can!” 

“JT was at work up at Atkinson’s farm last September,” 
said Luke Marks, “helpin’ to stack the last o’ the corn, and 
as the nighest way from the farm to mother’s cottage was 
_ through the meadows at the back o’ the Court, I used to come 

that way; and Phosbe used to stand aë the gate in the garden 
wall beyond the lime-walk, sometimes, to have a chat with me, 
knowin’ my time o’ comin’ home. Sometimes she wouldn’t be 
there, and sometimes I’ve leapt the dry moat as parts the 
kitchen gardens from the meadows alongside of ’em, and have 
dropped in at the servants’ hall to have a glass of ale, or a bit 
o’ supper, as it might be. 

“I don’t know what Phosbe was a doin’ upon the evenin’ oi 
the seventh o’ September—I rek’lect the date because Farmer 
Atkinson paid me my wages all of a lump on that day, and I’d 
had to sign a bit of a receipt for the money he give me—I 
don’t know what she was a doin’, but she warn’t at the gate 
agen the lime-walk, so I went round to the other side of the 
gardens and jumped across the dry ditch; for I wanted par. 
tikler to see her that night, as I was goin’ away to work upon 
a farm beyond Chelmsford the next day. Audley church clock 
struck nine as I was crossin’ the meadows between Atkinson’s 
. and the Court, and it must have been about a quarter past nine 
when I got into the kitchen garden. 

“T crossed the garden, and went into the lime-walk; the 
nighest way to the servants’ hall took me through the shrub- 
bery and past the dry well. It was a dark night, but T knew 
my way well enough about the old place, and the light in the 
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window of the servants’ hall looked red and comfortable through 
the darkness. I was close agen the mouth of the dry well 
when I heard a sound that made my blood creep. It was a 
groan; a groan of a man in pain, as was | ing somewhere hid 
among the bushes. J warn’t afraid of ghosts, and I warn‘t 
afraid of anythink in a general way, but there was somethin’ 
in this groan as chilled me to the very heart, and for a minuts 
£ was struck all of a heap «nd didn’t know what to do. But 1 
heard the groan again, and then I began to search among the 
bushes. I found a man lyin’ hidden under a lot o’ laurels, and 
I thoucht at first he was up no good, and I was a goin’ to 
collar ars and take him tc the house, when he caught me by 
the wnst without gettia’ up from the ground, but lookin’ at 
me very earnest, as I could see by the way his face was turned 
towards me in the darkness, and asked me who I was, and what 
I was, and what I had to du with the folks at the Court. 

“There was somethür in the way he spoke that told me he 
was a gentleman, though J didn’t know him from Adam, and 
couldn’t sce his face; aiid I answered his questions civil. 

“<«T want to get away from this place,’ he said, ‘ without bein’ 
seen by any livin’ creetar, remember that. I’ve been lyin’ here 
ever since four o’clock 10-day, and I’m half dead, but I want to 
get away without bein’ seen, mind that.’ 


“T told him that was easy enough, but I began to think my 
first thoughts of him might have been right enough after all, 
and that he couldn’t have been up to nv good to want to sneak 
away so precious quiet. 

“*Can you take me to any place where I can get a change 
of dry clothes,’ he says, ‘without half a dozen people knowin’ 
it 


“He'd got up into a sittin’ attitood by this time, and I 
could see that his right arm hung loose by his side, and that 
he was in pain. 

“T pointed to his arm, and asked him what was the matter 
with it; but he only answered very quiet like, ‘Broken, my 
lad, broken. Not that that’s much,’ he says in another tone, 
speaking to himself like, more than to me. ‘There's broken 
nearts as well as breken limbs, and the ‘re not so easy 
mended.’ | 

“T told him I could Lake him to mother’s cottage, and that 
he could dry his clothes there and welcome. 

“4 Can your mother keep a secret?’ he asked. 

“*Well, she could keep one well enough, if she could re- 
member it,’ I told him; ‘but you might tell her the secrets of 
all the Freemasons, and Foresters, and Buffalers, and Odd- 
tellers as ever was, to-night; and she’d have forgotten all about 
em to-morrow mornin’’ 
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“He seemed satisfied with this, and he got himself up by 
holdin’ on to me, for it seemed as if his limbs were so cramped, 
the use of ’em was almost gone. I felt as he came agen me, 
that his clothes was wet and mucky. 

“* You haven’t been and fell into the fish-pond, have you, 
sr?” I asked. 

“He made no answer to my question; he didn’t seem even 
to have heard it. I could see now he was standing upon his 
feet that he was a tall, fine made man, a head and shoulders 
higher than me. 

«<«Take me to your mother’s cottage,’ he said, ‘and get me 
some dry clothes if you can; I'll pay you well for your 
trouble.’ 

“ I knew that the key was mostly left in the wooden gate in 


the garden wall, so I led him that way. He could scarcely 


walk at first, and it was only by leanin’ heavily upon my 
shoulder that he managed to get along. I got him through the 
gate, leavin’ it unlocked behind me, and trustin’ to the chance 
of that not bein’ noticed by the under-gardener, who had the 
care of the key, and was a careless chap enough. I took him 
across the meadows, and brought him up here, still keepin’ 
away from the village, and in the fields, where there wasn't a 
creature to see us at that time o’,night; and so I got him into 
the room down-stairs, where mother was a sittin’ over the fire 
gettin’ my bit o’ supper ready for me. 

“T put the strange chap in a chair agen the fire, and then 
for the first time I had a good look at him. I never see any- 
body in such a state before. He was all over green ergs and 
muck, and his hands was scratched and cut to pieces. got 
his clothes off him how I could, for he was like a child in my 
hands, and sat starin’ at the fire as helpless as any baby; only 
givin’ a long heavy sigh now and then, as if his heart was a 
goin’ to bust. He didn’t seem to know where he was; he 
didn’t seem to hear us nor to see us: he o-.iv sat starin’ 
eel i before him, with his poor broken arm hanging loose by 

is side. 

“Thinkin’ he was in a very bad way, I wanted to go and 
fetch Mr. Dawson to him, and I said somethin’ about it to 
mother. But queer as he seemed in his mind, he looked up 
quickly, as sharp as possible, and said, No, no: nobody was tc 
know of his bein’ there except us two. : 

“T asked if I should run and fetch a drop of brandy; and 
ne said, yes, I might do that. It was close upon eleven o’clock 


when I went into the public-house, and it was strikin’ eleven 


as I got back home. 
“It was a good thing I’d fetched the brandy, for he was 


ghiverin’ awful, and the edge of the mug rattled against his 
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tecth. I had to force the spirit between ’em, they were sa 
tight locked, before he could drink it. At last he dropped inte 
a kind of a doze, a stupid sort of sleep, and began to nod over 
the fire, so I ran and got a blanket and wrapped him in it, and 
got him to lie down upon the press bedstead in the room under 
this. I gent mother to bed, and I sat by the fire and watched 
him, and kep’ the fire up till it was just upon daybreak, when 
he woke up all of a sudden with a start, and said he must go, 
directly minute, 

“T begged him not to think of such a thing, and told him 
he warn’t fit to move for ever so long: but he said he must go, 
and he got up, and though he staggered like, and at first could 
hardly stand steady two minutes together, he wouldn’t be beat, 
and he gct me to dress him in his clothes as I’d dried and 
cleaned 2g well as I could while he laid asleep. I did manage it 
nt last, but the clothes was awful spoiled, and he looked a 
dreadful objeck, with his pale face and a great cut on his fore- 
head that I’d washed and tied up with a handkercher, He 
could only get his coat on by buttoning on it round his neck, 
for he couldn’t put a sleeve upon his broken arm. But he held 
out agen everythink, though he groaned every now and then; 
and what with the scratches and bruises on his hands, and the 
cut upon his forehead, and his stiff limbs, and his broken arm, he’d 

lenty of call to groan; and by the time it was broad daylight 
he was dressed and ready to go. i 

“What's the nearest town to this upon the London road?’ 
he asked me. < 

“T told him as the nighest town was Brentwood. 

“Very well, then,’ he says, ‘if you’ll go with me to Brent- 
wood, and take me to some surgeon as Il set my arm, I’ll give 
you a five-pound note for that and all your other trouble.’ 

“T told him that I was ready: and willin’ to do anythink as 


_ he wanted done; and asked him if I shouldn’t go and see if I 


could borrow a cart from some of the neighbours to drive him 
over in, for I wld him it was a good six miles’ walk. 

“He shook is head, No, no, no, he said, he didn’t want 
anybody to know anythink about him; he’d rather walk it. 

*“ He did walk it; and he walked it like a good un, too; though 
I know as every step he took 0’ them six mile he took in pain; 
but he held out as he’d held out before; I never see such a chap 
to hold out in all my blessed life. He had to stop sometimes 
and lean agen a gateway to get his breath; but he held out 
still, till at last we got into Brentwood, and then he says, 


‘Take me to the nighest surgeon’s, and I took him, and I 


waited while he had his arm set in splints, which took a precious 
long time. The surgeon wanted him to stay in Brentwood till 
he was better, but he said it warn’t to be heerd on, he must get 
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up to London without a minute’s loss of time; so the surgeon 
made him as comfortable as he could, considerin’, and tied up 
his arm in a sling.” 

3 * Robert Audley started. A circumstance connected with his 
qi visit to Liverpool flashed suddenly back upon his memory. 
de He remembered the clerk who had called him back to say that 
LE there was a passenger who took his berth on board the Victoria 
4 Regia within an hour or so of the vessel’s sailing; a young 
ie man with his arm in a sling, who had called himself by some 
common name, which Robert had forgotten. , 

“When his arm was dressed,” continued Luke, “he says to 

the surgeon, ‘Can you give me a pencil to write somethin’ 
before I go away.’ The surgeon smiles and shakes his head, 
‘You'll never be able to write with that there hand to-day,’ 
he says, pointin’ to the arm as had just been dressed. ‘ P’raps 
not,’ the young chap answers quiet enough, ‘but I can write 
with the other” ‘Can’t I write it for you?’ says the surgeon. 
‘No, thank you,’ answers the other, ‘what I’ve got to write is 
private. If you can give me a couple of envelopes I'll be 
obliged to you.’ 

“With that the surgeon goes to fetch the envelopes, and the 

oung chap takes a pocket-book out of his coat pocket with 

is left hand; the cover was wet and dirty, but the inside 
was clean enough, and he tears out a couple of leaves and 
begins to write upon ’em as you see; and he writes dreadful 
awk’ard with his left hand, pe he writes slow, but he contrives 
to finish what you see, and then he puts the two bits o’ 
writin’ into the envelopes as the surgeon brings him, and he 
seals ’em up, and he puts a pencil cross upon one of ’em, and 
aothin’ on the other; and then he pays the surgeon for his 
trouble; and the surgeon says, ain’t there nothin’ more he can 
do for him, and can’t he persuade him to stay in Brentwood till i 
his arm’s better; but he says no, no, it ain’t possible; and then 
he says to me, ‘Come along o’ me to the railway station and 
Pll give you what I’ve promised.’ 

“So I went to the station with him. We was in time to 
catch the train as stops at Brentwood at half-after eight, and 
we had five minutes to spare. So he takes me into a corner 
of the piatform, and he says: ‘I want you to deliver these here 
letters for me,’ which I told him I was willin’. ‘ Very well, 

Ê then,’ he says; ‘look here, you know Audley Court P’ “Yes,” 

T says, ‘I ought to, for my sweetheart lives lady’s-maid there.’ | 
“Whose lady’s-maid?’ he says. So I tells him ‘My lady’s, | 

à the new lady what was governess at Mr. Dawson’s.’ ‘ Very 

4 well, then,’ he says, ‘this here letter with the cross upon the 

1 envelope is for Lady Audley, but you’re to be sure to give it | 

t into her own hands; and remember to take care as nobody sees 
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ou give it.’ I promises to do this, and he hands me the frst 
etter. And then he says, ‘Do you know Mr. Audley, as is 
nevy to Sir Michael?’ and I said, ‘Yes, I’ve heerd tell on 
him, and I’d heerd as he was a reg’lar swell, but affable and 
free spoken’ (for I had heerd tell on you, you know),” Luke 
added parenthetically. “ ‘Now look ‘here,’ the young chap 
says, ‘you're to give this other letter to Mr. Robert Audley, 
who’s a stayin’ at the Sun Inu, in the village;’ and I tells 
him it’s allright, as I’ve know’d the Sun ever since I was a baby. 
So then he gives me the second letter, what’s got nothink 
wrote upon the envelope, and he gives me a five-pound note, 
accordin’ to promise; and then he says, ‘Good day, and thank 
you for all your trouble,’ and he gets into a second-class 
carriage, and the last I sees of him is a face as white as a sheet 
of writin’ paper, and a great patch of stickin’ plaster criss- 
crossed upon his forehead.” 

“ Poor George! poor George!” 

“I went back to Audley, and went straight to the Sun Inn, 
and asked for you, meanin’ to deliver both letters faithful, so 
help me God, then; but the landlord told me as you'd started 
off that mornin’ for London, and he didn’t know when you'd 
come back, and he didn’t know the name o’ the place where 
you lived in London, though he said he thought it was in one 
o them Law Courts, such as Westminster Hall or Doctors’ 
Commons, or somethin’ like that. So what was Ito do? 1 
couldn’t send the letter by post, not knowin’ where to direct to, 
and I couldn’t give it into your own hands, and I’d been told 
partikler not to let anybody else know of it; so I’d nothin’ to 
do but to wait and see if you come back, and bide my time for 
givin’ of it to you. 

“I thought I’d go over to the Court in the evenin’, and see 
Phoebe, and find out from her when there’d be a chance of m 
seein’ her lady, for I know’d she could manage it if she liked. 
So'I didn’t go to work that day, though I ought to ha’ done, 
and I lounged and idled about until it was nigh upon dusk, and 
then I goes down to the meadows behind the Court, and there I 
finds Phoebe sure enough waitin’ agen the wooden door in the 
wall, on the look-out for me. 

“Well, I went into the shrubbery with her, and I was a 
turnin’ towards the old well, for we’d been in the habit of 
sittin’ upon the brickwork about it often of a summer’s 
evenin’, but Phosbe comes over as pale as a ghost all of a 
sudden, and says, ‘Not there! not there!’ So I asks, 
‘Why not there?’ and she answers as she don’t know, but 
she feels nervous like this evenin’, and she’s heerd as the well’s 
haunted. I tells her as that’s all a pack o’ gammon, but she 
says, whether it is, or whether it isn’t, she won’t go agm the 
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vell. So we goes back to the gate, and she leans upon it 
talkin’ to me. 
“I hadn’t been talkin’ to her long before T sce there was 
somethink wrong with her, and I told her as much. 
“Well, she says, ‘I ain’t quite myself this evénin’, for I had 
a upset yesterday, and I ain’t got over it yet.’ ! 
“"K upset,’ I says. ‘You had a quarrel with your missus, 
ET suppose.’ 
“ She didn’t answer me directly, but she smiled the queerest 
smile as ever I see, and presently she says,— 
“No, Luke, it weren’t nothin’ o’ that kind; and what’s more, 
nobody could be friendlier towards me than my lady; she’d do 
anythink for me a’most; and I think whether it was a bit 0’ 
farming stock and furniture or such like, or whether it was the 
goodw Ul of a public-house, she wouldn’t refuse me anythink ag 
I asked her.’ 
“I couldn’t make out this, for it was only a few days before 
as she’d told me her missus was selfish and extravagant, and 
we might wait a long time before we could get what we wanted 
from her. | 
“So I says to her, ‘ Why, this is rather sudden like, Phœbe, | 
and she says, ‘ Yes, itis sudden; ’ and she smiles again, just the | 
same sort of smile as before. Upon that I turns round upon her 
| sharp, and says, — 
I “Tl tell you what it is, my gal, you’re a keepin’ somethink 
from me; somethink you've been told, or somethink you’ve L 
found out; and if you think you’re a goin’ to try that game on | 
with me, you'll find you're very rauch mistaken; and so I give ; 
you warnin’.’ 

“But she laughed it off like, and says, ‘Lor’, Luke, what 
could have put such fancies into your head P’ 

“T says, ‘If I’ve got fancies in my head it’s you that have 
put ’em there; and I tell you once more I won’t stand no 
nonsense, and if you want to keep secrets from the man ag 
eine a goin’ to marry, you’d better marry somebody else and 

eep secrets from him, for you won’t do it from me, and so I 
tell you.’ | 

“Upon which she begins to whimper a bit, but I takes na | 
notice o’ that, but begins to question her about my lady. I had 
the letter marked with the pencil cross in my pocket, and I | 
wanted to find out how I was to deliver it. A | 

“* Perhaps other people can keep secrets as well as you,’ 
I said, ‘and perhaps other people can make friends as well 
as you. There were a gentleman came here to see your missus 
vesterday, warn’t there; a tall young gentleman, with a brown 
beard P? 

* Instead of answering of me like a Christian, my cousin | 
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Phoebe burst. ot a cryin’, and wrings her hands, and goes oR 
awful, until l'm dashed if I can ake out what she’s up to. 

“ But little by little I got it out of her, for I wouldn’t stand 
Lo nonsense; and she told me how she’d been sittin’ at work at 
the window of her little room, which was at the top of the house, 
right up in one of the gables, and overlooked the lime-walk and 
the shrubbery and the well, when she see m lady walkin’ with 
a strange gentleman, and they walked fouethde for a long time, 
until by-and-by they ——” 

“Stop,” cried Robert Audley, “I know the rest.” 

“Well, Phcebe told me all about what she see, and she told 
me as she’d met her lady almost directly afterwards, and some- 

think had passed between ‘em, not much, but enough to let her 
missus know that iue servant what she looked down upon had 
found out that as would put her m that servant’s power to the 
last: day of her life. 

“* And she is in my power, Luke,’ says Phosbe, ‘and she'll do 
anythink in the world br us if we keep her secret.’ 

“So you see both my Lady Audley and her maid thought ag 
the gentleman as I’d seen safe off by the London train was lyin’ 
dead at the bottom of the well. If I was to give the letter they’& 
find out the contrairy of this, and if I was to give the letter, 
Phoebe and me would lose the chance of gettin’ started in life by 
her missus. 

‘So I kep’ the letter and kep’ my secret, and my lady kep' 
bern. But I thought if she acted liberal by me, and give me 
he money I wanted, free like, I’d tell her everythink and make 
1er mind easy. 

“But she didn’t. Whatever she give me she throw’d me ag 
if I’d been a dog. Whenever she spoke to me, she spoke as she 
might have spoken to a dog; and a dog she couldn’t abide the 
sight on. There was no word in her mouth that was too bad 
for me. There was no toss as she could give her head that was 

too proud and scornful for me; and my blood biled agen her, 
and I kep’ my secret, and let her keep hern. I opened the tw: 
letters and I read ’em, but I couldn’t make mal? sense out of 
‘em and I hid’em away; and not a creature but me has get 
’em, until this night.” : 

Luke Marks had finished his story, and lay quietly enough, 
exhausted by having talked go long. He watched Robert 
Audley’s face, fully expecting some reproof, some gravi 
lecture; for he had a vague consciousness that he had dont 
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“The clergyman will talk to him ande -“ort him when he 
comes to-morrow morning,” Mr, Andle thousht; “and if the 
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poor creature needs a sermon it will come better from his lips 
than from mine. What should I say to him? His sin has ! 
. recoiled He his own head; for had my lady’s mind been set at 
ease, the Castle Inn would not have been burned down. Who 
shall dare to try and order his own life after this? Who can fail || 
to recognize God’s hand in this strange story P ” | 
| He thought very humbly of the deductions he had made 
and acted upon. He remembered how implicitly he had 
trusted in the pitiful light of his own reason; but he was 
' comforted by remembering also that he had tried simply and il 
rl to do his duty; faithfully alike to the dead and to the eg 
ving. 
Robert Audley sat until long after daybreak with the sick ee 
man, who fell into a heavy slumber a short time after he had i 
finished his story. The old woman had dozed comfortably i 
throughout her gon’s confession. Phosbe was asleep upon the { 
press bedstead in the room below; so the young barrister was 
the only watcher. 
He could not sleep; he could only think of the story he had { 
heard. He could only thank God for his friend’s preservation, 
and pray that he might be able to go to Clara T'alboys, and say, | 
* Your brother still lives, and has been found.” { 
( Phoebe came up-stairs at eight o’clock, ready to take her i 
oe by the sick man, and Robert Audley went away to get a | 
ed at the Sun Inn. He had had no more comfortable rest 
than such odd snatches of sleep as are to be got in railway 
carriages and on board steamers, during the last three nights, ‘ 
and he was completely worn out. It was nearly dusk when he Je 
awoke out of a long dreamless slumber, and dressed himself IS 
before dining in the little sitting-room, in which he and George | 
had sat together six months before. ; 
The landlord waited upon him at dinner, and told him that 
Luke Marks had died at five o’clock that afternoon. r PTE 
went off rather sudden like,” the man said, “ but very quiet” | 
Robert Audley wrote a long letter that evening, addressed | 
_ to Madame Taylor, care of Monsieur Val, Villebrumeuse; a 
long letter in which he told the wretched woman who had 
borne somany names and was to bear a false one for the rest 
4 aE of her life, the story that the dying man had told him. | 
; “Tt may be some comfort to her to hear that her Lusband 
did not perish in his youth by her wicked hand,” he thought,’ 
“if her selfish soul can hold any sentiment of pity or sorrow 


for others.” 











| 





Lady Audley'e Secret, 


CHAPTER XLL 
RESTORED. 


Ciara TaiBoys returned to Dorsetshire to tell her father 
that his only son had sailed for Australia upon the ninth cf 
September, and that it was most probable he yet lived, and 
would return to claim the forgiveness of the father he had 
never very particularly injured; except in the matter of having 
made that terrible matrimonial mistake which had exercised sa 
fatal an influence upon his youth. 

Mr. Harcourt Talboys was fairly nonplussed. Junius Brutus 
had never been placed in such a position as this, and seemg no 
way of getting out of this dilemma, by acting after his favourite 
model, Mr. Talboys was fain to be natural for once in his life, 
and to confess that he had suffered much uneasiness and pain 
of mind about his only son, since his conversation with Robert 
Audley; and that he would be heartily glad to take his poor 
boy to his arms, whenever he should return to England. But 
when was he likely to return? and how was he to be commu- 
nicated with? That was the question. Robert Audley remem- 
bered the advertisements which he had caused to be inserted 
in the Melbourne and Sydney papers. If George had re-entered 
either city alive, how was it that no notice had ever been taken 
of that advertisement? Was it likely his friend would be | 
indifferent to his uncasinessP : But then, again, it was just 
possible that George Talboys had not happened to see this 
advertisement ; and, as he had travelled under a feigned name, 
neither his fellow-passengers nor the captain of the vessel 
would have been able to identify him with the person adver- 
tised for. What was to be done? Must they wait patiently 
till George grew weary of his exile, and returned to the friends 
who loved him? or were there any means to be taken by which 
his return might be hastened? Robert Audley was at fault | 
Perhaps in the unspeakable relief of mind which he had 
experienced upon the discovery of his friend’s escape, he was 
unable to look beyond the one fact of that providential 
preservation. ais 4g 
_ In this state of mind he went down to Dorsetshire to pay a 

+ visit to Mr. Talboys, who had given way to a perfect torrent of 
oo impulses, and had gone so far as to invite his son’s 





riend to share the prim hospitality of the square, red-brick 
“mansion. , 
. Mr. Talboys had only two sentiments upon the subject of 
_ George’s story; on2 was a natural relief and happiness in tha 
- thought that his son had been saved; the other was an earnost 
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wish that my lady had been his wife, and that he might thus 
have had the pleasure of making a signal example of her. 

“Tt is not for me to blame you, Mr. Audley,” he said, “for 
having smuggled this guilty woman oat of the reach of justice, 
and thus, as I may say, paltered with the laws of your coun- 
try! I can only remark that, had the lady fallen into my 
hands, she would have been very differently treated.” 

It was in the middle of April when Robert Audley found 
himself once more under those black fir-trees beneath which 
his wandering thoughts had so often strayed since his first 
meeting with Olara Talboys. There were primroses and early 
violets in the hedges now, and the streams, which, upon his 
first visit, had been hard and frost-bound as the heart of Har- 
court Talboys, had thawed, like that gentleman, and ran merrily 
under the black-thorn bushes in the capricious April sunshine. 

Robert had a prim bedroom, and an uncompromising 
dressing-room allotted to him in the square house. He woke 
every morning to find himself reposing on a metallic spring- 
mattress which always gave him the idea of sleeping upon some 
musical instrument, and to see the sun glaring in upon him 
through the square white blinds, and lighting up the two 
lacquered urns which adorned the foot of his blue iron bedstead, 
until they blazed like two tiny brazen lamps of the Roman 
period. 


A visit to Mr. Harcourt Talboys was perhaps rather more 
like a return to boyhood and boarding-school than is quite 
consonant with the Sybarite’s view of human enjoyment. There 
were the same curtainless windows, and narrow strips of bed- 


side carpet; the same clanging bell in the early morning; the 
same uncompromising servants filing into a long dining-room 
to assist at perhaps the same prayers; and there was alto- 
gether rather too much of the “private academy for the sons of 
gentlemen preparing for the church and the army,” in tha 
Talboys establishment. 

But if the square-built, red-brick mansion had been the 
rea of Armida, and the prim, linen-jacketed man oe abe 

y a legion of houris, Robert Audley could have scarcely seemed 
petter satisfied with his entertainment. 

He awoke to the sound of the clanging bell, and made his 
toilet in the cruel early morning sunshine, which is bright 
without being cheerful, and makes you wink without making 
you warm. He emulated Mr. Harcourt Talboys in the matter. 
of shower-baths and cold water, and emerged prim and blue as. 
that gentleman himself, as the clock in the hall struck seven, | 
to jon the master of the house in his ante-breakfast consti+ 
tutional under the fir-trees in the stiff plantation. 

But there was generally a third person who assisted in thesa 
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constitutional promenades, and that third person was Clara 
Talboys, who used to walk by her father’s side, more beautiful 
than the morning,—for that was sometimes dull and cloudy, 
while she was always fresh and bright,—in a broad-leaved 
straw hat and flapping blue ribbons, one quarter of an inch of 
which Mr, Audley would have esteemed a prouder decoration 
than ever adorned a favoured creature’s button-hole. 

Absent George was often talked of in these morning walks, 
and Robert Audley seldom took his place at the long breakfast 
table without remembering the morning upon which he had 
first sat in that room, telling his friend’s story, and hating 
Clara Talboys for her cold self-possession. “He knew her 
better now, and knew that she was one of the most noble and 
beautiful of women. But had she yet discovered how dear 
she was to her brother’s friend? “Robert used to wonder 
sometimes if it were possible that he had not yet betrayed 
himself; if it could be possible that the love which made her 
very presence a magical influence to him, had failed to make . 
itself known by some inadvertent glance, ky some unconscious 
faltering in the voice that seemed to take another tone when 
he addressed her. 

The dull life in the square-built house was only relieved now 
and then by a stiff dinner party, at which a few country people 
assembled to bore each other by mutual consent; and by occa- 
sional inroads of morning callers, who took the drawing-room 
by storm, and held it for about an hour, to the utter discom- 
fiture of Mr. Audley. That gentleman nourished sentiments of 
peculiar malevolence upon the subject of the fresh-coloured 
young country squires, who generally appeared with their 
mammas and sisters upon these occasions. 

It was impossible, of course, that these young men could 
tome within the radius of Clara’s brown eyes without falling 
wildly in love with her; and it was impossible, therefore, that 
Robert Audley could do otherwise than furiously hate them as 
impertinent rivals and interlopers. He was jealous of anybody 
and everybody who came into the region inhabited by those 
calm brown eyes: jealous of a fat widower of eight-and-forty ; 
of an elderly re with purple whidkers ; of the old women 
sbout che neighbourhood whom Clara Talboys visited and minis- 
vered to; of the flowers in the conservatory, which occupied so 
much of her time and distracted her attention from him. 

At first they were very ceremonious towards each other, and 
were only familiar and friendly upon the one subject of George’s 
ndventures; but, little by little, a pleasant intimacy arose 
between them, and before the first three weeks of Roberts visit 
had elapsed, Miss Talboys made him happy, by am him 
seriously in hand and lecturing him on the purposeless life he 
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had led 80 long, and the little use he had made of the talents 
and opportunities that had been given to him. 

How pleasant it was to be lectured by the woman he loved ! 
How pleasant it was to humiliate himself and depreciate him- 
self before her! How delightful it was to get such splendid 
opportunities of hinting that if his life had been sanctified by 
an object, he might indeed have striven to be something better 
than an idle fléneur upon the smooth pathways that have no 
particular goal; that, blessed by the ties which would bave 
given a solemn purpose to every hour of his existence, he might 
indeed have fought the battle earnestly and unflinchingly. He 
generally wound up with a gloomy insinuation to the effect that 
it was probable he would finish his career by dropping quietly 
over the edge of the Temple Gardens some afternoon, when the 
river was bright and placid in the low sunlight, and the little 
children had gone home to their teas. 

“Do you think I can read French novels and smoke mild 
Turkish until I am three-score-and-ten, Miss TalboysP?” he 
asked. “Do you think that there will not come a day in which 
my meerschaums will be foul, and the French novels more than 
usually stupid, and life altogether such a dismal monotony that 
I shall want to get rid of it somehow or other? ” 

I am sorry to say that while this hypocritical young barrister 
was holding forth in this despondent way, he had mentally sold 
off his bachelor possessions, including all Michel Levy’s pub- 
lications and half a dozen solid silver-mounted meerschaums, 
pensioned Mrs. Maloney, and laid out two or three thousand 
pounds in the purchase of a few acres of verdant shrubbery 
and sloping lawn, embosomed amid which there should be a 
fairy cottage ornée, whose rustic casements should glimmer out 
of bowers of myrtle and clematis to see themselves reflected in 
the purple bosom of a lake. 

Of course Clara Talboys was far from discovering the drift of 
these melancholy lamentations. She recommended Mr. Audle 
to read hard and think seriously of his profession, and begin life 
in real earnest. It was a hard, dry sort of existence perhaps 
which she recommended; a life of serious work and application 
in which he should strive to be useful to his fellow-creatures 
and win a reputation for himself. Mr. Audley almost made a 

face at the thought of such a barren prospect. 

“T4 do all that,” he thought, “and do it earnestly, if I 
could be sure of a reward for my labour. If she would accept 
my reputation when it was won, and support me in the struggle 
by her beloved companionship. But what if she sends me away 
to fight the battle, and marries some hulking country squire 
directly I am gone? - 

Being naturally of a vacillating and dilatory disposition, there 

Y 
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is no saying how long Mr. Audley might have kept his secret 
fearful to speak and break the charm of that uncertainty which, 
though not always hopeful, was very seldom quite despairing, 
had not he been hurried by the impulse of an unguarded moment 
into a full confession of the truth. 

He had stayed five weeks at Grange Heath, and felt that he 
could not, in common decency, stay any longer. So he packeé 
his portmanteau one pleasart May morning, and announced his 
departure. 

Mr. Talboys was not the sort of man to utter any passionate 
lamentations at the prospect of losing his guest, but he ex- 
pressed himself with a cool cordiality which served with him as 
the strongest demonstration of friendship. 

“We have got on very well together, Mr. Audley,” he said, 
“and you have been pleased to appear sufficiently happy in the 
quiet routine of our orderly household; nay, more, you have 
conformed to our little domestic regulations in a manner which 
I cannot refrain from saying I take as an especial compliment 
to myself.” 

Robert bowed. How thankful he was to the Providence 
which had never suffered him to oversleep the signal of the 
clanging bell, or led him away beyond the ken of clocks at the 
hour of Mr. Talboys’ luncheon. 

“T trust as we have got on so remarkably well together,” 
Mr. Talboys resumed, “ you will do me the honour of repeatin 
your visit to Dorsetshire whenever you feel inclined. You wil 
find plenty of sport amongst my .arms, and you will meet with 
every politeness and attention from my tenants, if you like to 
bring your gun with you.” 

Robert responded most heartily to these friendly overtures. 
He declared that there was no earthly occupation that was 
more agreeable to him than partridge shooting, and that he 
Should be only too delighted to avail himself of the privilege so 
kindly offered. to him. He could not help glancing towards 
Clara as he said this. The perfect lids drooped a little over the 
brown eyes, and the faintest shadow of a blush illuminated the 
beautiful face, 

But this was the young barrister’s last day in Elysium, and 
there must be a dreary interval of days and nights and weeks 
and months before the first of September would give him an 
excuse for returning to Dorsetshire. A dreary interval which 
fresh-coloured young squires, or fat widowers of eight-and-forty, 
might use to his disa vantage. It was no wonder, therefore, 
that he contemplated this dismal prospect with moody despair, 
and was bad company for Miss Talboys that morning. 

But in the evening after dinner, when the sun was low in 
the west, and Harcourt Talbays had retired to his library for 
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the arrangement of some judicial business with his lawyer and 
a tenant farmer, Mr. Audley grew a little more agreeable. He 
stood by Clara’s side in one of the long windows of the drawing- 
room, watching the shadows deepening in the sky and the rosy 
western light growing rosier as the day died out. He could not 
help enjoying that quiet téte-d-téte, ‘honk the shadow of the 
next perl express which was to carry him away to London 
womed darkly across the pathway of his joy, He could not 
help being happy in her presence ; forgetful of the past, reckless 
of the future. à 

They talked of the one subject which was always a bond of 
union between them. They talked of her lost brother George 
She spoke of him in a very melancholy tone this evening. How 
could she be otherwise than sad, remembering that if he lived— 
und she was not even sure of that—he was a lonely wanderer far 
away from all who loved him, and carrying the memory of a 
blighted life wherever he went. In the sombre twilight stillness 


she spoke of him thus, with her hands clasped and the tears 
trembling in her eyes. 

“] cannot think how papa can be so resigned to my poor 
brother’s absence,” she said, “for he does love him, Mr. 
Audlsy; even you must have seen lately that he does love 
him. But I cannot think how he can so quietly submit to his 


absence. If I were a man, I would go to Australia, and find 
kim, and bring him back, if he was still to be found among 
the living,” she added in a lower voice. 

She turned her face away from Robert, and. looked out to- 
wards the darkening sky. He laid his hand upon her arm. It 
pened in spite of him, and his voice trembled, too, as he spoke 
to her. 

“ Shall I go to look for your brother P ” he said. 

“You!” She turned her head, and looked at him earnestly 
through her tears. * You, Mr. Audley! Do you think that 
i ee ask you to make such a sacrifice for me, or for those I 
ove P” 

“ And do you think, Clara, that I should think any sacrifice 
wo great if it were made for youP Do you think there is an 
voyage 1 would refuse to take, if I knew that you would wel- 
some me when I came home, and thank me for having served 
you faithfully P I will go from one end of the Continent of 
Australia to the other to look for your brother, if you please, 

lara; and will never return alive unless I bring him with me, 
and will take my chance of what reward you shall give me for 
my labour.” 

Her head was bent, and it was some moments before she 
enswered him. 

“You are very good and generous, Mr. Audley,” she said, at 
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last, “and I teel this offer too much to be able to thank you for 
it. But—what you speak of could never be. By what right 
could I accept such a sacrifice P ” 

“By the right which makes me your bounden slave for ever 
and ever, whether you will or no. By the right of the love JT 
bear you, Clara,” cried Mr. Audley, dropping on his knees,— 
rather awkwardly, it must be confessed,—and covering a soft 
little hand, which he had found half-hidden among the folds of 
+ silken dress, with passionate kisses. 

“I love you, Clara,” he said, “I love you. You may call for 

our father, and have me turned out of the house this moment, 
if you like; but I shall go on loving you all the same: and I 
shall love you for ever and ever, whether you will or no.” 

The little hand was drawn away from his, but. not witha 
sudden or angry gesture, and it rested for one moment lightly 
and tremulously upon his dark hair. 

“Clara, Clara!” he murmured, in a low pleading voice, “shall 
[ go to Australia to look for your brother ? ” 

There was no answer. But then what need was there of any 
answer? ‘There is scarcely anything more delicious than silence 
in such cases. Every moment of hesitation is a tacit avowal; 
every pause is a tender confession. 

“ Shall we both go, dearest? Shall we go as man and wifeP 
Shall we go together, my dear love, and bring our brother back 
between us P ” 


Mr. Harcourt Talboys coming into the lamp-lit room a quarter 
of an hour afterwards, found Robert Audley alone, and had to 
listen to a revelation which very much surprised him. Like all 
self-sufficient people, he was tolerably blind to everything that 
happened under his nose, and he had fully believed that his own 
society, and the Spartan regularity of his household, had been the 
attractions which had made Dorsetshire delightful to his guest. 

He was rather disappointed, therefore; but he bore his dis- 
appointment pretty well, and expressed a placid and rather 
stoical satisfaction at the turn which affairs had taken. 

“T have only one more point upon which I wish to obtain 
yom consent, my dear sir,” Robert said, when almost everything 

ad been pleasantly settled. “Our honeymoon trip, with your 
permission, will be to Australia.” 

Mr. Talboys was taken aback by this. He brushed somethin, 
like a tearfal mist away from his hard grey eyes as he offere 
Robert his hand. 

“You are going to look for my son,” he said. “ Bring me 
back my boy, and I wil. freely forgive you for having robbed me 
of my daughter.” 

So Robert Audley went back to London, to surrender his 
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Mambers in Fig-tree Court, and to make all due inquiries about 
such Australian-bound vessels as sailed from Liverpool in th: 
raonth of June. 

He went back a new man, with new hopes, new cares, new 

rospects, new purposes; with a life that was so entirely changed 
hat he looked out upon a world in which everything wore a 
radiant and rosy aspect, and wondered how it could ever have 
seemed such a dull, neutral-tinted universe. 

He had lingered until after luncheon at Grange Heath, and it 
was in the dusky twilight that he entered the shady Temple 
courts and found his way to his chambers. He found Mrs. 
Maloney scrubbing the stairs, as was her wont upon a Saturday 
evening, and he had to make his way upward amidst an atmos- 
howe of soapy steam, that made the banisters greasy under hig 
touc 


“There’s lots of letthers, yer honour,” the laundress said, as 
she rose from her knees and flattened herself against the wall to 
enable Robert to pass her, “and there’s some parrcels, and 
there’s 2 gentleman which has called ever so many times, and is 
waitin’ to-night, for I towld him you’d written to me to say 
your rooms were to be airred.” 

“ Very good, Mrs. M.; you may get me some dinner and a 
pint of sherry as soon as you like, and see that my luggage is 
all right, if you please.” 

He walked quietly up to his room to see who his visitor was. 
He was not likely to be anybody of consequence. <A dun, 

erhaps; for Mr. Arias had left his affairs in the wildest con- 
fasion when he ran off in answer to Mr. Talboys’ invitation, and 
had been much too high up in the sublime Heaven of love to 
remember any such sublunary matters as unsettled tailors’ bills. 

He opened the door of his sitting-room, and walked in. The 
canaries were singing their farewell to the setting sun, and the 
faint yellow light was flickering upon the geranium leaves 
The visitor, whoever he was, sat with his back to the window 
and his head bent upon his breast. But he started to his feet 
as Robert Audley entered the room, and the young man uttered 
a great cry of delight and surprise, and opened his arms to his 
lost friend, George Talboys, 

Mrs. Maloney had to fetch more wine and more dinner from 
the tavern which she honoured with her patronage, and the two 

oung men sat deep into the night by the hearth which had so 
long been lonely. 

We know how much Robert had to tell. He touched lightly 
and tenderly upon that subject which he knew was cruelly pain- 
ful to his friend; he said very little of the wretched woman whoa 
was wearing out the remnant of her wicked life in the quiet 
suburb of the forgotten Belgian city 
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Gvorge Talboys spoke very briefly of that sunny seventh o! 
September, upon sehich he had left his friend sleeping by the 
trout-stream, while he went to accuse his false wife of that 
sonspiracy which had well nigh broken his heart. 

“God knows that from the moment in which I sank into the 
black pit, knowing the treacherous hand that had sent me ta 
what might have been my death, my chief thought was of the 
safety of the woman who had betrayed me. I fell upon my feet: 
apon a mass of slush and mire, but my shoulder was bruised. 
and my arm broken against the side of the well. I was stunned 
and dazed for a few minutes, but I roused myself by an effort, © 
for I felt that the atmosphere I breathed was deadly. I had 
my Australian experiences to help me in my peril, and I could 
climb like a cat. The stones of sa a the well was built were 
rugged and irregular, and J was able to work my way upwards 
by planting my feet in the interstices of the stones, and resting 
my back at times against the opposite side of the well, helping 
myself as well as I could with my hands, though one arm was 
crippled. It was hard work, Bob, and it seems strange enough 
that a man who had long professed himself weary of his life 
should take so much trouble to preserve it. I think I must 
have been working upwards of half an hour before I got to the 
top; I know the time seemed an eternity of pain and peril. It 
was impossible for me to leave the place until after dark without 
being spservell so I hid myself behind a clump. of laurel bushes 
and lay down on the grass, faint and exhausted, to wait for 
nightfall. The man who found me there told you the rest, 
Robert.” 

“Yes, my poor old friend—yes, he told me all.” 

“But he could not tell you that I changed my mind after 
giving him that letter for you, and determined to bid my best 

iend good-bye before I left Hngland. I came to Fig-tree 

Court early on the morning of the ninth, and knocked half a dozen 

times at the door of the chambers—but there was no answer, 

the door was locked, and I gave up the attempt in despair, 
thinking that you had not returned to London.” 

George had not been to Australia after all. He had gone on 
poard the Victoria Regia, but had afterwards exchanged his 
berth for one in another vessel belonging to the same owners, 
and had gone to New York, where he had stayed as long as he 
could support the weariness of his exile; as long as he could 
endure ni loneliness of an existence which separated him from 
every friend he had ever known. x 

“Jonathan was very kind to me, Bob,” he said; “I had 
enough money to enable me to get on pretty well in my own 

, quiet way, and I meant to have started on the Californian gold- 
elds to get more when that was gone. 1 might have made 


























At Peace. 


plenty of friends had I pleased, but I carried the old bullet in 
my breast; and what sympathy could I have with men who 
knew nothing of my grief? I yearned for the strong grasp of 
your hand, Bob; the friendly touch of the hand which 
guided me through the darkest passage of my life.” 


CHAPTER XLIL 
AT PEACE, 


Two Pi have passed since the May twilight in which Robert 
found his old friend; and Mr. Audley’s dream of a fairy cottage 
aas been realized between Teddinoton Locks and Hampton 
Bridge, where, amid a little forest of foliage, there is a fantas- 
tical dwelling-place of rustic wood-work, whose latticed windows 
look out upon the river. Here, amongst the lilies and the 
rushes on the sloping bank, a brave boy of eight years old 
plays with a toddling baby who peeps wonderingly from its 
nurse’s arms at that other baby in the purple depth of the 
quiet water. 

Mr. Audley has had his first brief, and has distinguished 
himself ix the great breach of promise case of Hobbs v. Nobbs, 
wherein he convulsed the Court by his deliciously comic render- 
ing of the faithless Nobbs’s amatory correspondence. The 
handsome dark-eyed boy is Master George Talboys, who 
declines musa at Eton, and fishes for tadpoles in the clear 
water under the spreading umbrage beyond the ivied walls of 
his academy. But he comes very often to the fairy cottage to 
see his father, who lives there with his sister and his sister’s 
husband; and he is very happy with his uncle Robert, his aunt 
Clara, and the pretty baby who has just begun to toddle on the 
smooth lawn that slopes down to the water’s brink, upon which 
there is a little Swiss boat-house and landing-stage where 
Robert and George moor their slender wherries, 

Other people come to the cottage near Teddington. A 
bright, merry-hearted girl, and a rey-bearded. gentleman, who 
has survived the trouble of his life, and battled with it as a 
Christian should. 

It is more than a year since a black-edged letter, written 
upon foreign paper, came to Robert Andis , to announce 
the death of a certain Madame Taylor, “0 had expired 

eacefully at Villebrumeuse, dying after a long illness, which 
Mens Val described as à maladie de langueur. 

_ Another visitor comes to the cottage in this bright summer 
of 1861,—a frank, generous-hearted young man, who tosses 
the baby, and plays with Georgey, and is especially great in 
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the management of the boats, which are never idie when Sir . 
Harry Towers is at Teddington. 

There is a pretty rustic smoking-room over the Swiss boat- 
house, in which the gentlemen sit and smoke in the summer 
evenings, and whence they are summoned by Clara and Alicia 
to drink tea, and eat strawberries and cream under a noble old 
mulberry tree upon the lawn. 

Audley Court is shut up, and a grim old housekeeper reigns 
paramount in the mansion which my lady’s ringing laughter 
once made musical. A curtain hangs before the pre-Raphaelite 
portrait: and the blue mould which artists dread gathers upon 
the Wouvermans and Poussins, the Cuyps and Tintorettos. 
The house is often shown to inquisitive visitors, though the 
baronet is not informed of that fact, and people admire my 
lady’s rooms, and ask many questions about the pretty, fair- 
haired woman who died abroad. 

Sir Michael has no fancy to return to the familiar pris 

ne in which he once dreamt a brief dream of impossible 
1appiness. He has taken up his abode in London until Alicia 
shall be Lady Towers, when he is to remove to a house he has 
‘ately bougk4 in Hertfordshire, on the borders of his son-in- 
law’s estate. George Talboys is very happy with his sister and 
his old friend He is a young man yet, and it is not quite im- 
possible that he may by-and-by find some one who will be able 
to console him for tis past. That dark story of the past fades 
little by little every day, and there may come a time in which 
the shadow my lady’s wickedness has cast upon the young 
man’s life will utterly vanish away. 

The meerschaums and the French novels have been ver 
to a young Templar, with whom Robert Audley had been 
friendly in his bachelor days, and Mrs. Maloney has a little 
pension paid her quarterly for her care of the canaries and 
geraniums. 

I hope no one will take objection to my story because the 
end of it leaves the good people all happy and at peace. If my 
experience of life has not been very long, it has at least been 
manifold; and I can safely subscribe to that which a mighty 
king and a great philosopher declared, when he said that 
neither the experience of his youth nor age had ever shown hi 
‘the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging their bread.” 


THE END. 


LONDON: PRINTED BY WM, CLOWES AND SONS, LIMITED, 
STAMFORD STREET AND CHARING CROSS. 
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